
DELHI UNIVERSITY LIBRARY 

ci. no. ■. j 5 jutl - 1963 

Ac. No. | C, Vj, 0 ) £ Date of release for loan 

This book thould be returned oo or before the date laat stamped 
below. An overdue charge of O.fl nP. will be charged for each 
day the book is kept overtime. 



Jty the 'Same Auflwr 

* 

wilbeb/orce 

RAFFLES OF SB'OAPORI 
EAST AFRICA AND OT INVADERS 
KIRK QN THE Z'AUBEg 

j rm skplottation of east .afiqca 
TQR 9 WTI 3 B ANTI-SLAVMy MOVEMENT 
jjwt jousffpy 

¥ 

THE INDIAN PROBLEM, 1 W36 

INDIAN POLITICS, I9g6-Ig44 
'THE FUTURE’ OF lhlDIA 
INDIA, A SE'jrrAlWZNT, 

* 

THE WAR SPEECHES, QF WILLIAM 7 ITT 
{With a fbscwcfd by the Rl Hod, UJmmi ChureMlI) 
THE DURHAM Rfeppnr 
(ha abridged vennot) 



ZULU 

BATTLE PIECE 

Isandhlwana 

by 

SIR REGINALD COUPMNP 


GOLLIflS 

ST JAMES'S PLACE LONDON 
1948 



OOPYKJQa? 

FSJKTED IN CUBAT BMTAJM 
COLLIN) CLBAB-TVFH PilESS ! ■LONDON AN» QLASOOW 



PREFACE 


N KASIff Bcventy -years have passed ' s ‘ nc ^ Iswdhjwana, 
bnl, except on one or two mipc# points winch will 
probably never be settled, there Is sufficient evidence 
tp reconstruct the course of the battle With feftt®9He 
certainty, (i) There are detailed ofW reparts^nost 
of which arp reproduced jn fhe blue-b 00 ^ ! an ®*}- 
tjpgi of the files at the Public Record Office rfiows -that 
nothing of importance was pmiffaH frpm the, published 
tact, Anpther official source is th£ JVfwraliw of Field 
Pjwraiwtw cmatti trtft fits %u k War^ep^rtfl St ffie’War 
Office soon after thp /jypnt apd published in 1S81. 
{2) A fpw eye-ydtBes? accounts by sudors of the baftl? 
and the defence of Rorke’s Drift, otb CT those gjypn 
in the official reports, have bpep pjesprved. Some Zulu 
wideape has al$o survived. When I V^ted the battlefield 
Jast winter, I interviewed a Zulu over eighty years ojd, 
who had taken part in the fight as a warrior ef the 

ISkobamakosi regimept. (3) £)f cont em P orai 7 unofficial 
flajnfiyc? the most valuable is Nprris 'Newrapn’s /? 
Zftltdand with the British {London, 1880) • $e was thp only 
newspaper cwrespoudept -with the British troops at that 
ptyge of ffie campaign, and, though fortunately he wps 
not present at the battle, he was 0# the ground a few 
hoars after It was aver. Of pther books written at the 
tjtps, the most important, though not the most objective, 
is Lt-Cd. 'E. Burnford’s A Sol&r’J tyt md Wort in 
Soutk Africa (London, i88e). (4) TfrCK h very Ktde new 
evidence though some new interptftatfon, h 1 the later 
secondary authorities. The most reC®* and detailed fif 
these is the Hon. Gerald French’? l$l Chelmsford and the 
Zulu War (London, 1939). 
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i 

T he Zulus are the most famous of all the native peoples 
of South Africa, and they owe their feme to thdf 
military record. None of the other well-known Bantu 
folk— Jlasuto, Pondo, Swazi, Matabde— fought as the 
Zulus fought For sixty or seventy yean their armies 
were a constant menace to the peace and safety of their 
neighbours, and it was not only other black men who 
learned to thfir cost how dangerous they were. Twice in 
that period the Zulus were at open war with white men, 
with the Boers in 1838, with the British in 1879. Both of 
those wars ended, as they were bound to end, in over- 
whelming Zulu defeat ; but both of them began with 
Zulu victories so complete, so decisive at the moment, so 
grimly dramatic, that they will never be forgotten. The 
scene of the second victory was Isandhlwana. 

The Zulu power was die creation of King flhaka, a 
despot of unusual brutality whose career of conquest 
earned him the tide of the ‘ black Napdleon/ Before bis 
day the Zulus were only one minor Bantu dan of the 
many which for generations past had been drifting south- 
eastwards from the tropical heart of Africa. By the end 
of the fifteenth century this great race-migration, had 
reached the Zambesi valley. By the end of the eighteenth 
it had come up against die sea along the east coast of 
South Africa. It was sooi after that, at about the time 
of Waterloo, that Chaka became King of the Zulus and 
began to attack and subdue the neighbouring tribes. 
Hitherto intertribal warfare, though as chronic a feature 
of savage as of civilised society, had not, it seems, been 
9 
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very destructive. Defeated tribes had lived to figtit 
another day. Their conquerors had been content with 
submission and tribute. But Chaka fought to destroy. As 
far as he could, he blotted his victims out. He carried off 
the women and the cattle: He drafted the surviving men 
and boys into the Zulu army. By 1823 he was undisputed 
master of the whole area which now constitutes the 
Province of Natal. The Xosas, Pondos and other * Kaffir 1 
tribes had been pushed southwards down the coast The 
Basu tos, soon to be consolidated by their great chief, 
Moshesh, had found refuge in the little mountain country 
that bears their name. The Matabele, led by 
Mosilikatzi, an offshoot of the Zulus and no less militant', 
had retreated to the * high veld ’ of the interior. That 
was the limit of Chaka’s triumphs. In 1826 his brother, 
Dingaan, murdered him and seized the throne. 1 

Dingaan, though not much less cruel than Chaka, was 
not at heart a warrior. He maintained the Zulu army, 
but he did not launch it on new campaigns of conquest. 
The outstanding war of his reign, the war with the Boers, 
began, it is true, with a flagrant act of aggression on his 
part. None the less, it was, -in the strictest sense, a 
defensive war. It was one of the many confiicts,which had 
inevitably resulted from the expansion of European 
settlement northwards from the Cape. 

If the Dutch and British colonists had had to deal 
only with the earlier inhabitants of South Africa, the 
aboriginal Bushmen and the Hottentots^ no wars 
worth the name would have been fought Relatively few 
and feeble, those primitive peoples would have been 
brushed aside by the immigrants from oversea as easily 
as the aborigines of Australia. But the European invasion 
from the south coincided, as it happened, with the Bantu 
invasion from the north; and, since the Bantu were 
sturdy and prolific fighting folk, far outnumbering the 
whites, the upshot was a long drawn-out struggle all along 
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the shifting line of contact between the rival claimant to 
the soil of South Africa. They met first on the north-east 
frontier of Cape Colony. From 1779 to 1781 the Dutch 
border-farmers .were engaged in trying to thrust back 
beyond the Great Fish River the vanguard of the Bantu 
tribes already pushing down across the bdt of grassland 
between the mountains and the sea. The conflict thus 
begun inevitably continued. On the one hand the white 
frontiersmen, seeking new land for stock farming, strove to 
extend their area of settlement On the other hand, the 
tribes were forced forward into die same debatable 
country, partly by the growth of their own population, 
partly, as at the time of Zulu conquest, by pressure from 
their rear. Between 1781 and 1830 there were seven more 
so-called ' Kaffir Wars.’ 

From about 1835 onwards the area of contact and 
conflict between white and black was vastly enlarged by 
the Great Trek. That historic exodus of discontented 
Bocre* from Cape Colony, seeking to live their own old 
way of life uncontrolled by what they regarded as the 
mistaken and meddlesome humanity of the British 
Government, went fast and far. Already by 1838 some of 
the country between the Orange and the Vaal, soon to be 
known as the Orange Free State, had been occupied, and 
the more venturous spirits had pressed on across the 1 high 
veld ’ beyond the Vaal Over most of the great inland 
plateau the Bantu population was not numerous, but at 
three points the Trekken came into contact with compact 
and formidable tribes. On the eastern border of die Free 
State were the Basutos, with whom there was constant 
indecisive fighting for the possession of a stretch of good 
land below the mountains, only ended when in 1868, at 
the aged Moshoh’s request, Basutoland was annexed by 
the British Government at the Cape. Beyond the Vaal 

* 1 Doer,’ which means ’farmer,’ was the name given in the 
nineteenth century to the Afrikaner? of the inland Republics. 
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the ' Trek-Boos 5 were confronted northwards by the 
Matabele and eastwards by the Zulus. These were more 
powerful enemies than the Basutos, more addicted and 
inured to warfare, better disciplined, more ruthless. The 
Boers as a whole numbered only a few thousand , the 
‘ commandos ’ that took the held only a few hundred. 
Courage alone — and they had plenty of it — would not 
have availed to give them the mastery' They owed it tc 
their muskets, their horses, and their tactics. They were 
first-rate marksmen. Hunting game on horseback, 
especially running buck, had been their daily occupation 
from boyhood up. On the open. Veld they could always 
keep their distance from native forces unmounted and 
armed only with assegais and a fow antiquated .and 
often ill-aimed muskets : they could ride within range, 
shoot without wasting shot, and gaDop off. Their danger 
lay in broken country and at night If they could be 
caught by surprise at close quarters, numbers and assegais 
would tell. But against that they had devised a most 
effective method of defence, the laager. They drew up the 
tag ox-wagons which formed their moving habitation in 
a great circle, chained their wheels together* and stuffed 
the gaps with brushwood. Inside the oxen and hones 
were tethered. The tilted wagons served both as tents for 
the women and children and as a battlement for the men 
in the event of attack. 

Against the Matabele this offensive and* defensive 
technique was combined with striking success. In the 
autumn of 1836 a Boer trek-party was attacked by some 
5000* Matabele at Vegkop. not far south of the Vaal. 
There were only forty men, but they had had time to 
form a laager, and their womenfolk, as brave as they, were 
ready to keep them supplied with bullets and powder and 
to help reload their guns. For several hours on end the 
Matabele flung themselves with desperate bravery against 
the wagons, and it was not till about one-third of their 
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number had been shot down that at last they withdrew. 
The Boer casualties were only two men tilled and a dozen 
wounded by flung assegais. 1 

At the beginning of 1837 the Boers retaliated with a 
sharp surprise attack on the Matabele settlement at 
Mosega. At midsummer the Matabele suffered heavily 
in a fierce battle with the Zulus. In November they were 
finally defeated by the Boers. Leaving their wagons in the 
Maiico valley, a commando of 135 men rode over the 
veld for fifty miles till they met the Matabele army rot 
far from Mosilikatzi’s royal kraal at Kapain. It was 
several thousand strong, but the little troop of Boer 
horsemen manoeuvred so skilfully and shot so wcJl that 
after a nine-day running fight the Matabele abandoned 
their capital and some 7000 head of cattle and fled away 
northwards. Those three reverses in one year were 
enough, and Mosilikatzi decided to leave the ‘ high vdd ’ 
to his enemies and make a home for his people north of 
the Limpopo. There they remained for over fifty yean, 
a terror to their native neighbours, but safe oeyona the 
malarious Limpopo lowlands from the intrusive white 
man. It was not dll 1890 that the founders of Rhodesia 
occupied Mashonaland next door. In 1893 came the 
last Matabele war, in :8g6 their last revolt 

There remained the Zulus. Till 1837 Dingaan had 
nothing to fear. He had disposed of the Matabele. 
Swazis and‘Basutos and the tribes of Kaffraria might be 
in sore need of land, but none of them dreamed of seeking 
it within the limits of a Zulu realm that stretched pom 
Delagoa Bay to the Umzimkulu river and from the 
Drakensberg mountains to fre sea. But in the summer 
of 1837 he learned that not a few Bo era had parted from 
their comrades on the ‘ high veld ’ and were driving their 
creaking wagons towards die rocky passes of the Drakens- 
berg overlooking his Natal. In November their leader, 
Ret Retief, was so bold as to come in oerson to Dingaan’s 
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royal kraal at Umgungundhlovu, with only four or five 
companions, to solicit a grant of land, Dingaan conceded 
it on condition that the Boers would save him thS trouble 
of recovering some cattfe which Sikonyela, an judacious 
chief from the Drakensberg area, .had stolen from the 
royal herds. He was soon to learn what this concession 
meant. As soon as the new got back to the * high veld/ 
a boat of Trekken, their previous hesitation overcome, 
came streaming down the passes into the beautiful well- 
watered countryside of northern Natal. By the end of 
the month 1 there were close on a thousand wagons spread 
out along the streams that run into the upper Tugela.’ 
This was bad enough news, and on its heels came the 
, report of the Marico lighting and the astonishing prowess 
which the Boers had displayed against the Matabele. 
Finally, towards the end of January, 1838, Dingaan 
learned that Relief was on his way back to Umgung- 
undhiovu bringing the cattle, which he had recovered 
from Sikonyela by a ruse, and Intending, no doubt, to 
claim the execution of his bond. He had some seventy 
white men with him— a formidable force in battle but not 
too strong to be trapped. So Dingaan decided to scotch 
the dangerous snake that was coiling its way into his 
dominions. Having concealed some thousands of his 
warriors in the many huts that surrounded his own 
residence and place of audience, ne received his visitors 
with friendly dignity and, after a day or two of negotia- 
tions, during which martial displays were staged by Boers 
and Zulu# alike, he set his mark to a deed granting all the 
land between the Tugela and the Unmmkulu to the 
Boers. Thereupon he invited them to come unarmed 1 to 
a farewdl beer-drinking. They came, and, at a sudden 
order, Dingaan’ a warriors fell on their guests and slew 
them all (February 6, 1838). 

Then, before the news of the massacre could reach 
them, an impi (army) was dispatched to wipe out the 
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whole body of Boer immigrants. Their camps lay widely 
spread among the streams that feed the upper Tugela. 
So sure were they that’ Relief had come to an amicable 
understanding with Dingaan that even the usual laagers 
had been dispensed with or left incomplete. They were 
ill-protected, therefore, and quite unaware of danger 
when the Zulus fell upon them in the middle of the night. 
The more advanced encampments were overwhelmed. 
Most of those set farther back got news of the attack in 
time to strengthen their defences. Sporadic fighting lasted 
till dawn and op into the morning. When at last the 
Boers were able to collect thdr scattered forces to take 
the offensive, the Zulus withdrew. They had slaughtered 
41 Boa men, about 240 Boa women and children, and 
some 200 of their coloured servants. 1 

More blows followed. In April the Boers attempted a . 
counter-attack. A double commando, nearly 350 men in 
all, crossed the Buffalo to deal with the Zulus as the 
Matabele had been dealt with. But they were caught by 
the Zulus in broken rocky ground, the commandos were 
separated, one of them was surrounded, and the whole force 
was sent flying back to the safety of the laagers. Though 
the casualties were not so heavy, this defeat at Italeni in 
open batde was more discouraging than dtha of the 
previous disasters which had been inflicted by surprise. 
About the same time another mpi swept, down to the 
coast. Many of the white residents at Fbrt Natal (soon 
to be known as Durban) had sought safety southwards, 
and the little party that remained, including several 
fugitive English and American missionaries, would have 
been massacred but for the timely arrival of a small 
coasting ship. From its crowded deck the refugees 
watched the Zulus pillaging the township for nine days. 
On the tenth they retired with their loot. 

Out off from the sea, the triumphant Zulus in front, 
the mountains at their back, the isolated immigrants in 
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nprtkem Natal could scarcely have bepn charged with 
cowardice if they had abandoned the enterprise and 
trekked back to the 1 high yeld. 1 A section of them did. f 
But some 3500 stood their ground, closely laagered, 'and 
waked for better times. Their courage wai soon rewarded. 
Towards theeadofthatsameyear(i838)AndriesPretorijis, 
ablest and most trusted of the Boer leaden/ rode down 
from the * high veld ’ with a party of fighting men and 
took command of the united Boef forces. Nearly 500 
strong, they crossed the Buffalo again } and on December 
15 they formed laager in a strong position, protected on 
one side by a deep-flowing river and on another' by 
a broad ravine. Next day, a Sunday, the Zulus in great 
force attacked the open flanks. For more than two hdurs 
they strove with their usual desperate valour to penetrate 
the ring of wagons. Then the gates were opened and the 
Boer horsemen with no less courage rode straight at the 
wavering Zulu ranks. They broke and fled. It was a 
crushing defeat. Some 3000 of fheir warriors, it was 
reckoned, had been killed. Their bodies lay thick, wrote 
an observer, as 1 pumpkins on a rich soil.’ Some of them 
were caught at the edge of the river. ' The water looked 
like a pool of blood : whence came the name of Blood 
River.’ For the Boers it was even more striking proof 
than the Marico battle that their military technique was 
irresistible if properly applied. Not a single man of them 
was killed and only three were wounded. 1 

The victors at once pressed on to Umgungtmdhlovu. 
They found it deserted. On the 1 hill of execution' 1 the 
remains of the bodies of Retief and his companions lay 
where they had been thrown. In Retief’s knapsack was 
the deed of cession. Blood River had made it valid 
Dingaan could not qow contest the Boers’ occupation of 
Natal, and, having learned his lesson, he might be 
expected not to meddle with them there if they left hi#n 
* Pretoria was named alter him. 
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alone in Zululand. But his power was not broken, and, 
when a chance presented itself of making an end him, 
the Boos seized it. About a year alter Blood River, 
Dingaan’s brother. Panda, crossed the Tugda frontier 
with a host of followers and, encamping near Port Natal, 
offered the Boers Ins alliance. The offer was accepted, 
and early in 1840 a Boar commando, 400 strong, led again 
by Pretorius, and a powerful Zulu impi advanced into 
Zululand on parallel lina. The Zulus were the first to 
join battle, with their kinsfolk : they won a decisive 
victory ^nd Dingaan fled to the north where presently he 
was killed m a light with the Swazi. Meantime, with a 
solemn salute of guns, Pretorius had proclaimed Panda 
King of the Zulus. 1 


2 

Nearly forty yean passed before there was another Zulu 
war. This time it was not Boer commandos with whom 
the Zulus fought, but a British army. 

Till 1B4.3 there was no contact between the British 
Government and Zululandi The Governor of Gape 
Colony was far away at Gape Town. Between the north- 
east frontier of the Colony and Natal lay the coastal belt, 
200 miles long, a patchwork of tribal territories not finally 
annexed to the Gape till 1894. It is safe to say that the 
British Government would have made no northward 
move if the Great Trek had not forced its hand. But the 
difficulties and dangers involved in that rupture of the 
natural unity of South Africa were soon apparent. Were 
the Trekkers, still dt jure British subjects, to be permitted 
to establish independent Republics, free on the one hand 
to negotiate with foreign powers and on. the other hand 
to deal as they chose with their native neighbours what- 

Z.B.P. * B 
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ever might be the reaction on the native neighbours of 
Gape Colony? After a period of hesitation two forward 
step were taken. In 1843, Natal was annexed, partly 
to protect the local tribes from Boer aggression, partly 
for the same strategic reason which impelled the annexa- 
tion of St Lucia Bay forty years later. Next, in' 1848, the 
country between the Orange and the Vaal was annexed 
as the Orange River Sovereignty. ^ But this fqrwatd 
movement was soon reversed. In 185a the British 
Government recognised the domestic freedom of the 
Transvaal Boers, and in 1854 the Orange River 
Sovereignty became the Orange Free State. But the 
virtual independence conceded in the interior was with* 
held on the sea-board. Natal, from which most of the 
original Trotters had resentfully withdrawn after 1843, 
remained a British Colony. Thus it was not a Boer 
President and his Voftsraad that ruled the land ceded 
by Dingaan but a British Lieutenant-Govcjnor and his 
Council. 

Between 1855 and 1875 it might have seemed as if the 
complex of British Colonies, Boer Republics and Bantu 
tribal states had acquired some stability. The intermittent 
conflict with the Basutos did not spread, and it was 
ended in 1868. After the defeat of the Gaikas in 1851 
there was not another * Kaffir War ’ till 1877. Even the 
Zulus seemed to have taken to heart theleson of Dingaan^ 
fall. Panda was a weak and unwarlike king, and in 
Theophilus Shepstone the Natal Government had found 
an agent who acquired a most remarkable personal 
influence over the Zulu people. It might almost have 
been said that their trusted * Somsteu ' ruled them more 
than Panda. But this outward peace masked a growing 
tension. Forces were at work that were bound, sooner or 
later, to bring about another explosion. 

The first and greatest of these was land hunger. The 
Bantu are a virile, prolific race ; and in the coastal belt, 
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especially towards its southern end, the growth of popular 
tion was feat outstripping the resources of the land. 
Primitive husbandry, exhaustion of soil, excess of cattle, 
and erosion made matters worse. A serious drought — and 
the spectre of drought has always haunted South Africa’s 
agrarian economy — meant widespread famine, and more 
and more tribesmen were forced to seek work and 
sustenance away from home, on farms within the colonial 
frontier or as fair afield as Kimberley when, the diamond 
field was opened there in i 86 g. The land-hunger of the 
natives could have been satisfied, for a time at any rate, 
in the areas they mhabited if the intrusive white man had 
not also been land-hungry. This was not due m their 
case to pressure of population : the number of colonists, 
British and Afrikaner,* was still very small. But most of 
such land as was not too dry to live on was quite unfit for 
intensive agriculture : hence the size of the average farm 
was far greater than in countries blessed with better soil 
and dimate : custom fixed it at €000 acres and it was 
often twice that or more. But there was another less 
natural reason for land-scarcity. Huge tracts were bought 
up .by greedy speculators who held them undeveloped 
against the day when the coming of roads and railways 
would greatly enhance their market value . 1 Thus black 
land-hunger was confronted by white land-hunger, and 
the blacks, so far from bong able to expand into white 
areas except as labourers, began steadily to lose their own 
lands to the whites. 

B) r t the white’ aapuBtioa of had at astive 
territories had been checked and controlled in the coastal 
belt and on the Basuto border, and though the artificial 
land-scarcity caused by speculation was nowhere worse 
than in Natal, it bad not yet made trouble with its Zulu 
neighbours. The native problem in Natal at this time 

’The Afrikaans word Afiikaur b tire modem veroou of 'Dutch- 
ipeaking South African.’ Afrikanda to the English form. 
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was primarily ' an internal problem. The colonists 
numbered less than 50,000. The native inhabitants, 
mofltly Zulus who had lived there since the time of Chaka 
or sought refuge there from the cruelties of Dingaan’s 
reign, numbered over 300,000. Yet the whites, as 
individuals or land-companies, owned five-sixths of the 
land ; and many of the blacks were forced either to live 
on sufferance on land to which they had no tide or to 
seek service on the white men's farms or in their towns. 
But this internal problem had not so far created any ' 
dangerous interracial tension. The Zulu proletariat 
preferred to be cramped for living room in Natal than 
to be poshed back within the scope of Zulu despotism. 1 

As far as Natal was concerned the traditional reason 
for such a renewal of strife with the Zulus did not operate. 
Beyond the frontier fixed by Dingaan’s cession the 
acquisition of land by white men was effectively dis- 
couraged except for such special purposes as mission- 
stations. And there was ho doubt where the fronder lay. 

It was plainly marked by the Buffalo River from its 
source in the mountains dll it flowed into the Tugela 
and thence by the Tugela to the sea. It was otherwise on 
the Transvaal side of Zululand. Here there were po 
simple physical features to determine the boundary'of 
Chaka’s heritage— the rivers ran across the shilling line 
of contact between the Zulus and -the Boers— and, since 
the early days of the Great Trek, the Boers had been 
steadily encroaching on what became knojvn as the 
‘ disputed territory,’ obtaining glaring rights from local 
chiefs, converting them by occupation into rights «f 
ownership, building their farmhouses, treating the native 
inhabitants as their subjects. 

It was an old story. Wherever civilised and Andyilised 
men had met, and not in Africa only, the former had 
pushed the frontier back, until the process was stopped or 
regularised by an effective government. Such a govern- 
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rnent was operating in the other three white poises into 
which South Africa had been divided, but not in the 
Transvaal. The farmers who made up most of the 
Volksraad— the elected one-chamber legislature— did not 
wish to interfere wkh the- familiar process of expansion, 
and, if they had wished, they had not sufficient authority 
to do it. So the process continued. It was, no doubt, 
inevitable; but, as long as it continued, interracial 
conflict, whether an endless sequence of local disputes or 
a large-scale revolt, was equally inevitable. 1 


3 

Ik the early ‘ seventies 1 the instability of the existing 
equipoise erf white and black began to manifest itself 
beneath the peaceful surface. In Natal, especially, un- 
easiness deepened into anxiety, and anxiety into fear. 

One reason for this was the acquisition of firearms by 
the natives. Hitherto the assegai and to a less extent the 
battle-axe and knobkerry had been their only weapons ; 
but now a stream of cheap guns was flowing into Zuiuland 
and Swaziland from Delagoa Bay ; and the natives of all 
tribes who were flocking to the diamond field were buying 
guns with their wages. They were of poor quality and 
their owners often proved poor marksmen ; but the new 
weapon certainly increased to some extent the fighting 
power of the natives. To the white men, well aware that 
they had owed maidy to their firearms the victories they 
had won against overwhelming numbers, this develop- 
ment seemed highly dangerous. Hence the sharpness of 
the Natal Government’s dispute in 1873 with Langali- 
balele, a chief on their north-west border, over the 
registration of guns brought back from Kimberley by Us 
tribesmen, and the severity and questionable justice with 
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which they punished his contumacy: So unprecedented, 
indeed, were their proceedings that Colenso," Bishop of 
Natal, who was as earnest and forthright in his champion- 
ship of native rights as in his controversy with his fdlow- 
churchmen on the historical validity of the Pentateuch, 
was able to persuade the Secretary of State for the 
Colonies in faraway Whitehall, to interfere and moderate 
the sentence. 1 

The belief that they now had a weapon that put them 
on even terms with the white man may have had some- 
thing to do with the growing restlessness that pervaded 
the whole Bantu world at this time.;, but the dominant 
cause was economic. It was a period of successive 
droughts. Vegetation withered. Catde perished of 
hunger and thirst. The pressure on the overpopulated 
land increased, and with it the urge to seek more and 
better-watered land elsewhere. ' Intertribal scuffles and 
raids became more frequent. The black man’s demeanour 
towards the whites seemed to be becoming less submissive, 
more defiant. Messages passed from chief to chief, but 
there is not sufficient evidence to make it certain that 
anything like a general conceited rising was being 
planned. Some observers thought so, and they had no 
doubt where the source and mainstay of the trouble lay. 
Whether they were right or not, there was unquestionably 
a change in Zululand. As the decade .drew on, nervous 
Natalians became aware that Zulu militarism had not 
disappeared with Dingaan. 

In 1873 King Panda died ; but old age and feebleness 
of character had long made his kingship little more than 
formal. The real authority lay with his sou Cetewayo 
who in 1856 had fought and killed his brother and in 
1S61 had been recognised as heir-apparent by the Natal 
Government. Similar recognition was sought on his 
accession. Shepstone was already a power in the land, 
and Cetewayo asked his ‘ father Somsteu ’ to come and 
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install him on his throne. After some hesitation Shepstone 
and his superiors agreed, and he took occasion at the 
coronation ceremony to hold discussions with the new 
King and his Council and to declare that the traditional 
evils of Zulu government must be reformed. There must 
be no more arbitrary killing. Minor culprits must be 
fined, not put to death. It is not on record that Cetewayo 
explicitly accepted these rules, but in any case it was clear, 
before very long, that he had no intention of keeping 
them. Killing continued. In 1876 Cetewayo executed 
several young women for breaking the military marriage 
rules. But, save as a revelation of Getewayo’s disposition, 
there was no danger in these' domestic cruelties to his 
white neighbours in Natal. The danger lay in tire 
military system. Cetewayo had set himself to revive and 
perfect the fighting machine which Chaka had created. 

Its organisation was simple and efficient, All the young 
men of a certain age-group were drafted into regiments 
for their period of service. They spent it in the great 
barracks or military homesteads, housing several 
thousands, which stood on the King’s own land in the 
neighbourhood of his royal kraal. The marriage of these 
young warriors was strictly regulated. They were 
normally mated with similar age-groups of young women, 
and it had been the rule imold days that they could not 
marry at all till they had * washed their spears ’ in blood, 
The revival of this custom, which seems to have lapsed 
in Panda’s time, was the most sinister feature ofCetewayo’s 
regime. 

The anny was a formidable force. Mobilised for war, 
it numbered some 50,000 out of a total population of 
about 2150,000. And it was at once the symbol and cement 
of Zulu nationhood. It was regimented by age, not by 
clan. At the great national ceremonies — such as those of 
seedtime and harvest — the Zulu people did not assemble 
in dans : they paraded as regiments. It was control of 
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them that gave the King his power, made him the 
embodiment of national unity, and, since from Chaka’s 
day the welfare of the nation meant first in every Zulu 
mind its military might, won for him, as their leader in 
war, an emotional fidelity far deeper at a crisis than any 
loyalty to dan or kin. 1 

The strength of the army was not merely in ks numbers. 
It was their discipline that had made the Zulus more 
comparable in fighting power with whiti men than any 
other Bantu folk, except perhaps the Matabele. The 
regiments were drilled and drilled until they moved like 
a machine. And by constant practice they had perfected 
a particular tactical technique. The, main body of the 
impi was drawn up in long lines, with regular intervals of 
two or three paces between each line and each jnan. 
The central section was called the Chest, the two wings 
the Left and Bight' Homs. In the rear was the reserve 
or Loins. Afi the impi advanced— and the Zulus always 
manoeuvred to attack— the Chest, at thp appropriate 
time, slowed down its pace while the Homs were rapidly 
■extended and, advancing at full speed, attempted to 
encircle both the enemy’s flanks. The warriors carried, 
besides their .great ox-hide shields, at least two assegais 
each, a longer one to throw, a shorter one to stab with. 
It was the latter they mainly depended on. At a distance 
of about 70 yards they launched the throwing assegai 
and then charged home with a weight and ferocity Which 
no other natives could withstand. When their -victims 
turned and fled, they fojmd that the Hpros had rounded 
their flanks and come together in their rear. Massacre 
ensued. 

Such was the tradition banded down from Cfraia’s 
day. Ike discipline and technique would still be effective 
no doubt, against Bantu enemies, but it had not yet been 
fully tried out against white men. Partial encirclement 
seems to have been achieved at Ualeni, but on other 
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occasions the Boos, though relatively only a handful, had 
defeated them by the counter-technique of tb'e laager. 
Encirclement was of no avail against an enemy protected 
6n all sides. The last fierce rash with the stabbing 
assegais was halted by the steady musket-fire from the 
wagons. 

In strategy as distinguished from tactics the Zulus 
shared with other tribes one great advantage over all 
white forces that were not mounted— superior mobility. 
They had no cavalry: though some of the horses taken 
from Piet Reticfs ill-fated party were ridden by indum 
foe a time, the idea of fighting on horseback was soon 
dropped. But except on clean and fairly lpvel ground the 
Zttjus could move as fast as horses. They needed np roads. 
They had no baggage-trains. They carried their food aijd 
weapons with them. They could move in arjy direction, 
night or day, at a springy stride or lope, covering long 
distances without rest, crossing the roughest stoniest 
country, climbing the steepest hills. And with this mobility 
went a capacity for concealment. Zululand is a good place 
to hide in, The grass often grows waist-high. Bush-covered 
vaBeys intersect the rolling downland. Gullies cut across 
the plains. The fcfbthifls of the mountains are strew* 
with rocks, and thrir rides pitted with caves. Such 
cem try made it possible for quite a large native force, 
if well enough disciplined, virtually to disappear from 
white men’s eyes.’ It made it posable, too, for the Zaks 
to get to close quarters with an enemy— and that was 
their objective— before be was aware of k. 


4 

It was in the course 011876 that the fear of Zulu militarism 
became acute. In the previous autumn the acting preri- 
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den* of die Transvaal .Republic had annexed a strip of 
lewd on the Eocgglo River in Gat defiance of Cotewayo’s 
claim that none of the 1 disputed territory 1 had ever been 
ceded ' and, a few months later, taxes were forcibly 
collected from the Zulu inhabitants of the strip. To Sir 
Henry Bulyer, shrewd and cool-headed Lieutenant- 
Governor of Natal (1675-1880), it seemed as if the Been 
were beat on a coHisfon. 1 But Cetewayo, with Shepstone 
at his elbow, declined the challenge. The crisis passed ; 
and in the meantime the Boers were diverted from 
expansion on the Zulu border by their quarrel with 
Secofoeni, chief of thp Bapedi, a small but well-armed 
tribe in the north-east Transvaal. Commandos were 
called out, but, fighting in mountainous country and 
deserted by their Swazi allies, they suffered a sharp defeat, 
withdrew, and presently dispersed. It was a humiliating 
episode and naturally it encouraged Cetewayo. He no 
lopgpr hated aqd feared the Boers, it was reported : he 
hated and despised them. 1 

■ The reaction to the Boer reverse was not confined to 
Zululand. It was fplt as far away as London. 

When Disraeli formed his second ministry in 1874 he 
brought back to the Colonial Office the man who had 
previously served under him and bis predpf cssor, Derby, 
in that post. Lord Carnarvon was industrious, far-seeing 
and constructive, and hje had gained prestige by his tactful 
superintendence of the federation of the British North 
Ainerican Colonies In 1867. He was quick to see that 
Sir George Grey had been right In pleading for a federal 
reunion of South Africa in 1859. But he foiled to realist 
sufficiently that the federation of Canada had not been 
his doing- He had encourpgpd it, blessed it, smoothed 
its path to the statute-book ; but it was the Canadians 
who had initiated the project and, after full discussion 
amopgjt thcmsgvos, had drafted the constitution. There 
was no such spontaneous impulse in South Africa; Cape 
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Colony shrank from faring the cost and the risks of 
native policy jvith poorer and weaker neighbours. JJajtal 
and the Orange Free State were not against federation hi 
principle, nor were the imsicess.men, mostly Epglish, who 
lived in -the townships of the Transvaal. But the passipn 
for ixdependencc which had carried them so far north in 
the days of the Trek still fired the hearts of raptf of the 
rural Boot. Clearly there were formidable obstacles on 
the road to federation, only to he overcome fay time and 
patience. But Carnarvon was not deterrod. Jh the spring 
of 1875 he appealed to South African opinion in a masterly 
dispatdb in which he argued the case for federation and 
proposed a conference in South Africa os the Canadian 
model. The reaction was unfavourable : the proposal) 
it was held, had come from the wrong side of the water. 
Nor was the situation eased by the eloquent speeches of 
the historian, Fronde, who was sent by Carnarvon to 
preach the federal gospel to the unenlightened colonists. 
Cwiaivon then convoked a conference in London (August 
1876) ; biit it was Hi-attended and could do little. 

At this moment came news of the defeat of the Transvaal 
Boers by Secocoeni. It bad been known for some time 
past that the Republic was in a bad way. It w?u virtually 
bankrupt. Its able and ambitious President Burgers had 
less influence with the more independent-minded Boers 
than Paul Kruger. Its Volksraad was impotent to epforce 
the payment ef taxes or to control the relations of whits 
and black on the frontier. And now h seemed that the 
Republic was not strong enough to face the danger which 
—so its critios asserted— it had done its best to provoke. 
Could anything but British influence and, in the last 
.resort, British military force prevent Cetewayo from un- 
leashing his impis to overwhelm the scattered farmsteads 
of the Transvaal ? In this situation Carnarvon saw a new 
chance of carrying federation. He had already concaved 
the idea that, since the Cape was obdurate^ it might he 
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easier to begin building up a federation at the other eqd 
of tho map. And surely now a penniless and apparently 
defenceless Transvaal would be willing to accept pro- 
vincial self-government in a federated British South Africa 
if the British flag brought with it British money and 
British troops ? Shepstone, who had been summoned to 
London for the conference, was sent back with secret 
orders to annex the Republic if he found that a sufficient 
body of public opinion was prepared to acquiesce in it. 
At die same time Carnarvon invited Sir Bartle Frere to 
go out as Governor of Gape Colony and High Com- 
missioner. He had chosen him, he wrote, ‘ as the 
statesman who seems to me most capable of carrying my 
scheme of confederation into effect.' and, when that 1 great 
work ' had* been accomplished!, he hoped he would stay 
on ‘ to bring the new machine into working order as the 
first Governor- General of the South African Dominion.’ 1 

It was a good choice. Frere was the most distinguished 
* proconsul ’ of the day. A brilliant career in India had 
culminated is the Governorship of Bombay and member- 
ship of the Governor-General's Council On retirement 
he had served on the India Council in London, and in 
1872-3 he had been sent on a mission to Zamabar to 
negotiate with the Sultan a treaty for the abolition of the 
Arab slave trade.* He was a man of the highest character, 
of first-rate intellect, and of great personal charm. How 
far he was himself to blame for the misfortune that was 
soon to overtake him will be considered in due course. 

Within a fortnight of his landing at Cape Town, he 
heard that Shepstone had acted ou his instructions and 
annexed the Transvaal. The almost furtive meihod of 
this coup d'iiat was indefensible, yet conceivably it might 
have been excused by its results. If a really generous 
financial settlement had 'at once been made apd the 
fullest possible measure of domestic self-government at 
once conceded, and an experienced and diplomatic 
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.admins trator seat tp Pretoria to put such a settlement 
through, it is possihle, even probable, that the majority of 
the population— no more than some 45,000 at the tine— 
Would have tolerated the British flag. But such a vigorous 
programme was inhibited by the weakness of Shcpstone 
and the incompetence of his successor in charge at 
Pretoria, by Carnarvon's failure to rpcognise the strength 
of the Born* love of freedom, •and, not least, by the 
parsimony of the Treasury which only granted a niggardly 
£100,0#). So the chance, if it was a chance, slipped 
away. The Union Jack hung somewhat limply at Pretoria 
tOJ in 1881 it was hauled down. 

It was soon evident to Frere that the uncertainty of the 
situation in the Transvaal, the resentment ks annexation 
had groused, and the continued opposition of his Ministers 
at the Cape to ‘interference from abroad ’ had made federa- 
tion impracticable for the time being. So he turned to 
consider the native question. It was, after all, the question 
which, for Carnarvon as for Grey, was the cardinal reason 
for trying to restore the breach made by the Trek in the 
political unity of South Africa. Only a single South 
African government could frame and enforce a uniform 
native policy and relieve British soldiers and taxpayers 
from the recurrent cost of native wan. On the character 
of such a policy Frere had clear and large ideas. First, 
with a legitimate suspicion of German designs on South 
Africa, be held that all the coast! and should be annexed, 
both east and west, up to the Portuguese frontier?. 1 
Secondly, none of the native polities should retain its 
independence. Their territorial integrity and their 
domestic system of government might be preserved, but, 
as with the Native States (as they were then called) in 
India, British authority must be ‘ paramount 1 and used 
to moderate barbarism, to prevent aggression, a$d to 
suppress the traffic in arms and alcohol. ‘There is no 
escaping from the responsibility which has already been 
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incurred, ever since .the English flag was planted on the 
Castle here. All our real difficulties have arisen, and still 
arise, from attempting to evade or shift the responsibility.' 1 
Unpalatable doctrine, no doubt, but incontestable. 

The increasing restlessness which, as has been seen, 
pervaded black South Africa at the time of Frcre’s arrival 
at the Cape was an argument to his mind not for caution 
and delay but for rapid and decisive action. The longer, 
he thought, the issue of paramountcy remained unsettled, 
the stronger and more widespread would grow the nascyit 
spirit dfTevoIt among the tribes. He must have realised 
at the outset that his policy would probably involve to 
some extent, though not perhaps to a great extent, the 
use of force ; and he was prepared to use it to obtain 
such a final settlement as could alone— he rightly believed 
—protect the natives from themselves and from their un- 
licensed white exploiters. It was not Frere, however, who 
was responsible for the explosion which occurred within 
six months of his landing. In 1B77 the drought throughout 
South Africa was unusually severe and protracted. Cattlcr 
raiding led to intertribal fighting ; and the resistance of 
the Galckaa and the Gaikas to police intervention precipi- 
tated the ninth and last of the ‘Kaffir Wan.' It began in 
August, 1877, and ended in June, 1878, in the complete 
defeat of the tribesmen and the subjection of Griquadand 
to the control of white magistrates. But that was not the 
only trouble. In the course of the water there had been 
several other risings. Secocoeni had Deepened his conflict 
with the Bom. Griquas and Tondm had revolted m the 
South of the ooastal belt. An alarming rising had 
occurred on the eastern frontier of the Free State. It 
seemed as if native tirfder was catching fire everywhere. 
But so jar the flames had been easy to put out. It would 
be a graver matter if they spread to Zululaad. 

The Zulus, too, were restless. The drought had not 
spared them and they had suffered from cattle-disease as 
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well. Tension was inevitable, and it was deepened by the 
British annexation of the Transvaal. Hitherto Cetewayo 
had regarded the Boers as his enemies and the British, 
impersonated in Shepstone, as, by comparison at least, 
his friends. Bnt now the Boers had suddenly become 
British subjects, and the check thu3 given to his militancy 
was at once apparent. On the eve of the annexation, as 
it happened, he had massed his impis, some 30,000 strong, 
qn the Transvaal border ; and on the day before hoisting 
the British Bag at Pretoria, Shepstone had sent him a 
message bidding him not to cross it. 4 The Dutch have 
tired me out, 1 he had replied, ‘and I intended to fight them 
once, only once, and to drive them over the Vaal.’ But 
since his 4 father Somtseu ’ ordered it, he' would said his 
warriors back to their homes. 1 It was the last time he 
listened to Shepstone ; for there was another unpleasant 
consequence of the annexation. Together with the 
Republic,' it soon appeared, the British had taken over its 
territorial quarrel on the Zulu frontier. Hitherto Shep- 
stone had backed Cetewayo’s claims. Now he tdd him 
he had examined the Boer case and found it justified. 1 
4 That liar Somsteu,’ Cetewayo exclaimed. It was not an 
unnatural reaction. 

In the winter of 1&77 and the spring of 1878, when 
another bad drought began, the Zulu temper stiffened. 
And Shepstone for his part had now become convinced 
that war was unavoidable and that the situation in the 
Transvaal and indeed in all South Africa would not be 
eased until the war had been fought and won. 4 The 
sooner the root of the evil/ he wrote to Carnarvon, 
‘which I consider to be the Zulu power and military 
organisation, is dealt with, the easier our task will be.’ 1 
But Carnarvon promptly and firmly put his foot down. 
In view of the gathering difficulties in Aria and Europe, 
the fighting in Kaffraria was quite enough. ‘ A native 
war/ he told Shepstone in January, 1878, 4 if just now 
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impessibU and you must avoid It.* 1 * And, in Bulwcr’s opinion 
at any rate, war was certainly not yet inevitable. For it 
seemed that the main cause of friction, the rival claims 
to the * disputed territories/ might be peaceably removed. 
In January Cetewayo was persuaded to agree that the 
boundary between Zululand and the Transvaal should 
be determined by arbitration in Natal, and in February 
Bulwer appointed a commission of three, two Natal 
officials and Qolouel Dumfbrd, R.E., who had served for 
several years in south-east Africa and knew the country 
well, to examine the tacts and ‘make an award. They met 
at Rorke’s Drift in March, and, confining themselves to 
the most disputed area, the country round the Blood 
'River, they unanimously reported in July in favour of 
the Zulu case, mainly on the legal ground that the cessions 
of land claimed by die Boms had been made by chiefs 
without the assent of their councils as native custom 
required. 1 The report was at once submitted to Bulwer 
and Frere ; but, since it was necessary to inform and 
consult the Transvaal administration, the publication of 
the arbitral award was delayed until November. The 
judgment had taken Frere by surprise, for, like Shepstone, 
he had thought that the Boer claims or most of them 
were valid. And it put him in a difficulty, since the chief 
justification for the annexation of the Transvaal had been 
the support the Boers would gain from it against the 
Zulus. On the other hand, a decision that would 
antagonise the Boers might conciliate the Zulus. It 
might be expected to counter the bad effect on Cetewayp’s 
mind of Shepstone’s change of front Bulwer had no 
doubt in the summer of 1878 that a Bridsh-Zulu war 
could be and should be avoided. 8 Not so Frere. 4 It is 
quite dear/ he had written home early in June, 4 that 
the war spirit is abroad. ... I have no doubt, and never 
had, that the Zulus mean mischief/ 4 The subjection of 
* Underlined in the original. 
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Zululand and neighbouring Swaziland to a British pro- 
tectorate, he wrote at the end of July, will be found 
* necessary sooner or later ... and the longer it is deferred 
the more troublesome will the operation become.’ 1 It was 
on August io that he posted the dispatch in which he 
urged his Minister to recognise British responsibility up 
to the Portuguese frontiers. 

A disturbing incident occurred in July. Two sons of 
Sirayo, a Zulu chief a-no lived dose to the frontier on 
the Buffalo, crossed into Natal with some thirty armed 
followers, carried off two runaway wives of their father 
from a local police-station, took them over the border, 
and put them to death; Bulwer at once demanded the 
surrender of the ringleaders for trial in Natal. But 
Cetewayo treated the matter as 4 the rash act of boys in 
the zeal of their father’s house,’ and only offered an 
apology and a sum of money. 1 That, of course, was by 
no means satisfactory ; but it was scarcely in itself a 
rajuj belli, and, writing after the event, Bulwer declare! 
that 1 the single affair of Sirayo’s sons might have been 
settled, but the situation was deteriorating all round.’® 

It was deteriorating in Natal for two main reasons. 
First, public opinion had been stirred by what might almost 
be described as a missionary campaign against Cetewayo. 
In the spring of 1878, despairing of their labours under a 
regime which had so for spared their own lives but not 
those of some of their unhappy converts, nearly all the 
missionaries had withdrawn into Natal where the more 
militant of them made no secret of their hope that the 
‘godless’ despot would, be overthrown and Zululand 
subjected to a Christian government. 4 Colenso stood 
almost alone in defending Cetewayo with whom he 
frequently corresponded, declaring that the more horrible 
stories of his cruelty were false or overdrawn, and pleading 
that allowance should be made for a savage ruler who was 
bound to consider his subjects’ feelings and had so for 
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shown no unfriendliness towards Natal. Hie second 
influence making against peace came from military circles. 
He British troops in Kafiraria were now bang moved 
up to Natal ; and in professional soldiers’ minds a possible 
war is readily transmuted into an inevitable war. Here 
was too much talk in the mess of the coming scrap with 
the Zulus, and it was over-confident talk. Sir Garnet 
Wolseley himself, the one first-rate British soldier of 
Ins time, who had administered Natal for six months in 
1875, had quoted an opinion to Carnarvon, without 
questioning it, that 1000 men would suffice for the 
conquest of Zululand. 1 Nor was it only soldiers, new to 
the country, who underestimated Zulu war-power. A 
leading member of the Legislative Council in Natal, who 
had lived there for thirty years, tcJd Frerc that 'with 
two hundred red-coats you might march from one end 
of Zululand to the other.’* 

It is to the credit of the Natal colonists that neither 
missionaries nor soldiers made them, ( as a whole, war- 
minded. They liked the Zulus who worked for them in 
Natal. They knew nothing at first hand of what happened 
over the border. Colenso was quick to detect war- 
mongering in others, but on this issue, at any rate, he 
championed the colonists. 1 Speaking of them generally,’ 
he wrote to a friend in England at the end of 1879, ' I 
have no hesitation in saying that they never desired the 
war in the first instance. They never urged it on, or 
even dreamt of it, till Sir B. Frerc came up here and 
wheedled them into following his lead and supporting 
him in hi^undertaking to relieve them from the “ standing 
menace ” of the Zulu power.’ And then this character- 
istically candid admission : * For, of course the Zulu 
military system was in some sense a “ standing menace ” 
to the peace of Natal, and some accidental circumstance, 
either under Cetewayo or under sojne pther king, might 
have brought the Zulu army over our borders.’* That 
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danger had haunted colonial homes lor some years past. 
Dingaan’s raid to the sea was not so long ago and it had 
not been forgotten. But fear of a Zulu invasion cut both 
ways. It made men want a war to break the Zulu power ; 
but it also made them anxious as to what might possibly 
happen when the war began. The long frontier was 
virtually left unguarded. And might not the thousands 
of Zulus within it rise and join their kinsfolk ? 

For lack of evidence it is less easy to determine what 
was passing in Cetewayo’s mind. Certainly the annexa- 
tion of the Transvaal and Shepstonc’s betrayal, as he 
regarded it, made him more truculent. The tone of his 
letter about Sirayo’s sons was far from conciliatory, still 
less submissive. Two months after that incident, more- 
over, Mbeline, a Swazi chief resident in Zululand, raided 
the native kraals within the Transvaal border ; and 
Mbeline was known as Cetewayo’s ' dog ’ who aid what 
his master told him. A kraal, too, was built in the 
‘ disputed territory ’ : it was for an imftew, it was said, 
who would rule the natives there. But it was to be hoped 
that the boundary award— the terms of which were 
known at that time (September) to the British authorities 
— might put an end to friction on that frontier. In any 
case, since Secocoeni’s - triumph and the annexation, the 
Boers had abstained from provoking Zulu hostility. It was 
British conduct during those critical months that seemed 
to Cetewayo — so he said— to be provocative. British 
reinforcements were arriving. Five companies of the 
i /24th Foot,* rdeased from the 1 Kaffir War,* inarched up 
into Natal. Other troops arrived by sea from Mauritius 
and from England. What were they all for ? A small 
column occupied Utrecht Two companies garrisoned 
Luneburg. These townships were in the ‘ disputed ’ area, 
where troops were possibly needed to ensure that the 
■imminent demarcation of the frontier was now respected, 
* The Warwickahlres, new the South Wales Borderers. 
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But they were also Joints tTappui for an invasion of 
Zululand. Bulwer, indeed, said afterwards that Zulu 
uneasiness had been sharply enhanced by these troop 
movements, 1 and he complained of their unwisdom at the 
time so firmly and repeatedly as to strain even Frere’s 
unfailing patience. 1 But, granted the provocation, was it 
sufficient to spur Cetewayo into liking the offensive? 
To one who weighs the conflicting opinions of that time 
and the character of those who held them it seems 
probable that Cctewavo had made up his mind to fight 
rather than submit to any serious interference in the 
domestic affairs of Zul uland, but that, while there were 
limits, no doubt, to his power to hold his ' celibate man- 
destroying gladiators ’ (as Frere called them) in leash, he 
did not mean to be the first to break the peace if he 
could help it. 


5 

Sues was the situation, such the atmosphere, when Frere, 
who had been detained in the south by the post-war 
settlement, came up to Pietermaritzburg (September a8). 
The reports he had received at Capetown had already 
convinced him that the danger of a concerted native 
rebellion was real and that all the threads of it ran back 
to Cetewayo. * There is at this moment,’ Shepstoae had 
written, ‘ a process of political fermentation going on 
among all the Bative tribes from the colonial sea-board 
to the Zambesi.’* And where, asked Frere, was this rest- 
lessness most acute ? ‘ Wherever,’ he answered, * the Zulu 
Influence is fdt.’ 4 And again he begged for reinforcements 
from home.' His first impressions at Pietermaritzburg 
more than confirmed his diagnosis. The position, he 
declared in a dispatch to the Secretary of State written 
two days after his arrival, was ‘ for mom critical even 
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than I expected.’ 1 * The people here seem Numbering 
on a volcano,’ he added in a covering letter. * I much 
fear you will not be able to send out the reinforcements 
we have asked for in time to prevent an explosion. . . . 
The Zulus are now quite out of hand, and the maintenance 
of peace depends on their forbearance. ... I speak 
with a deep sense of responsibility for what I say when I 
assure you that the peace of South Africa for many years 
(o come seems to me to depend on your taking steps to 
put a final end to Zulu pretensions.’ 1 

Frere was engaged in discussing the military plans for 
the war he now thought to be imminent when on 
November 4. he was startled and dismayed by a cable 
from the Colonial Office refusing reinforcements. In due 
course an explanatory dispatch informed him that the 
Cabinet believed that ‘ by the exercise of prudence and 
by meeting the Zulus in a spirit of forbearance and 
reasonable compromise, it will be possible to avert the 
very serious evil of a war with Cetewayo.’ 8 It seemed to 
Frere that all his arguments, all his warnings, had been 
completely ignored in London ; and he was entitled to 
resent the fact that this refusal of reinforcements was the 
first intimation he had received that his masters in 
Whitehall were not in full agreement with his policy. 
He realised, no doubt, that the resignation of Carnarvon 
cm an issue of foreign policy at the beginning of the year 
might have weakened his own authority. Hicks Beach, 
who had succeeded Carnarvon, had far less interest in 
South Africa and far less knowledge of its problems. 
Federation, moreover, had always been regarded by his 
colleagues as Carnarvon’s personal affair — he had hitnsdf 
described it as ‘my Confederation policy’ — and his 
successor was not so deeply committed to support the mao 
Carnarvon had chosen to carry it out. But Frere had 
re-drawn in his dispatches to Hicks Beach the main lines 
of his policy ; and Hicks Beach’s dispatches to him, though 



ZULU BATTLE PIECE 


38 

less full ajid frequent than Carnarvon’s, had been no less 
sympathetic. The gist of them had been as follows : 
April 4 : Zulu raids on the * disputed territory ’ must be 
stopped. July 11 r When the boundary has been fixed 
by arbitration, it ‘must be upheld at whatever cost.' 
July 25 : 1 1 see the troops are being very properly moved 
to that part of the country, so that they will be ready if 
necessary to enforce the observance of your award.’ Then, 
after the summer holiday, October a: ‘Of course 
Cetewayo must be kept in order, and compelled to give 
up Zulus who violate Natal or Transvaal territory.’ 
Three days later the tone began to change. October 5 : 
' There should still be a good chance of avoiding war 
with the Zulus.’ October 10 : ‘ I hope a Zulu war may 
not be necessary.* 1 

Up to this rime, it is evident, Hicks Beach and his 
advisers at the Colonial Office had been in two minds.* 
They did sot want a war— not yet, at any rate— owing 
to the increasing -'international tension in Europe and 
Asia ; but they hesitated to question the judgment, so 
confidently and lucidly expressed, of a man of Jrere’a 
great reputation. It was only the imminence of war with 
Afghanistan— it began on November 21— and the belief 
that war with Russia might soon follow that settled the 
balance at last and firmly against yet another war in 
Zuldand. Hence the refusal of reinforcements after 
critical discussion in the Cabinet Hence the plain 
language now used for the first time by Hicks Beach about 
the possibility of averting ‘ the very serious evil 1 of a war. 
Even so, it was not till November 7, on receipt of Frere’s 
first dispatch from Pietermaritzburg, that foe war was 
positively forbidden as Carnarvon bad forbidden it ten 
months earlier. ‘ We cannot now km a uw wrote 
Hicks Beach, ‘ in addition to other greater and too possible 
troubles .’* 3 On November 20, however, hearing that 
* Underlined in the original. 
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Frere’ s request was firmly backed by General Thesiger 
commanding in Natal and by Bulwer, the Cabinet 
reluctantly conceded it; but Frere was told that 
the reinforcements were solely for the defence of 
Natal. 1 

* I really cannot control him without a telegraph,'* 
Hicks Beach had complained a fortnight earlier : * I don’t 
know that I could with one. I feel it is as likely as not 
that he is at war with the Zulus at the present moment.' 1 
And, though Hicks Beach had made no attempt to control 
Mm earlier— despite Ms clear intimations as to where his 
poliey was leading— it was true enough that by the 
middle of October be could no longer be controlled. 
Rightly or wrongly he had made up his mind that the 
situation had become so dangerous that he could not 
retreat To the first refusal of reinforcements he replied 
with a powerful restatement of his case (November 5). 

* There can be no doubt,' he wrete, ‘ that a feeling of 
extreme self-confidence and anxiety to try conclusions 
with the white man pervades the whole mass of Zulus.' 
The annexation of the Transvaal has made them anti- 
British and the Boers are so disgruntled by it that they 
are not unlikely to hold aloof in the event of war. Nor 
can we expect the Boers to acquiesce in our rule if we do 
not afford them that protection from the Zulu danger 
which is its main justification. It would be wrong ‘ to 
coerce the Zulus in order to secure the allegiance of the 
Transvaal ’ if the Zulus could be persuaded to remain 

• At this the cable had not been laid beyond - St Vincent, 
one of the Cape Verde Islands, whence telegram were taken 
by ship to Capetown, and on by overland telegraph to 
NataL The quickest telegram on record at this period was the 
one in which Frere reported the news of Isandhlwaca. It 
left Pietermaritzburg on January 97, caught the mailboat leaving 
Capetown next day, and was delivered at the Colonial Office at 
13.3O am. on February 12. Letters, of course took much longer. 
Dispatches from Capetown usually took 22 days to reach London, 
from. Pietermaritzburg 33 and often mote. 
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within their borders. But that is impossible, and the effect 
of our toleration of Zulu power goes far beyond the 
Transvaal. From the Fish River to the Limpopo and 
from the 'Orange to Ddagoa Bay ‘ the influence of the 
Zulu king has been foynd at work.’ 1 Nor was it only a 
sudden and concerted outbreak that Frere dreaded. He 
also believed that at any moment the intransigent section 
of the Boers might raise a rebellion in the Transvaal. If 
that should happen, nothing could prevent Cetewayo’s 
warriors from joining in the fight— and almost certainly 
on the British ride. What then ? Would not a wave of 
anti-British race-feeling run through all Dutch South 
Africa from the Vaal to the Cape ? So critical, in fact, 
was the whole situation that the gathering clouds in Asia 
and Europe were not an argument in Frere’s view for 
postponing a settlement with the Zulus. On the contrary, 
they made a compelling case for hastening it on, so that 
the peace of South Africa could be secured before the 
storm broke elsewhere.® 

With such dark thoughts in his mind, it is plain that, 
well before Hicks Beach penned his veto on November 5, 
Frere had decided to bring the issue quickly to a head ; 
and, whether or not he expected his eleventh-hour' 
arguments to convince the Cabinet, he went quietly on 
with his plans for ‘ putting a final end ’ to Zulu militarism. 
The veto reached him on December 13.* Two days 
earlier he had delivered his ultimatum to Cetewayo’s 
envoys on the frontier. 

The occasion of die ultimatum was the announcement 
of the boundary award. Frere thought the award was 
unjust to the Boers, but he did not feel entitled to vary 

* la Lady Victoria Hicks Beach’s biography of her lather 
(Ijrodon, 1933) it ifi stated (p. 1 10) that Lady Frere telegraphed a 
summary of the letter of November 7 from Cape Town and that this 
summary reached Frere at Pietermaritzburg on November 30. Since 
the text of it hag apparently been lost, it is impossible to say to what 
extent, if at all, it made the veto dear. 
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it : he could only make it a condition of its execution 
that the Boers settled in the territory ceded to the Zulus 
should be compensated if they chose to go or protected 
if they chose to stay. It was partly, no doubt, to weaken 
the effect of it, both in the Transvaal and in Zululand, but 
mainly, it seems certain, because of the opportunity it 
gave him of forcing the issue that Frcrc coupled the award 
with a series of demands that had nothing directly to do 
with it. The three ringleaders in the abcfuction of 
Sirayo’s wives were to be surrendered within twenty days 
to stand their trial in Natal, together with a fine of 
500 cattle for the failure to comply with the earlier request. 
A smaller fine was imposed for interfering with a British 
surveying party on the Natal side of the border. Mbeline 
was also to be handed over. These minor demands were 
humiliating enough, but what followed was far more 
serious. The undertakings given at Cetewayo’s coronation 
to prohibit indiscriminate killing were henceforth to be 
observed. The Zulu military system was to be drastically 
reformed— in particular all men must be allowed to marry 
when of age — and, while the general obligation to serve 
in war might be retained, the army was not to be mobilised 
without the consent not only of the Great Council but 
also of the British Government. Missionaries and their 
converts were to be protected as in Panda’s time. Finally, 
to see that these conditions were kept, a British Resident 
would be appointed to deal direct with King and Council 
on the British Governor’s behalf. For the acceptance of 
these demands ten more days were allowed.- 1 
If, as Colenso had strongly maintained, 1 Cetewayo 
wanted peace, he might well have submitted to all of 
those demands save one ; but to that one, as Frere must 
have known, he could not submit. The Zulu army, as 
has been seen, was the Zulu nation. For Cetewayo to 
surrender the ultimate control of it to the Council and 
the British Government was at one stroke to destroy the 



43 ZULU BATTLE PIECE 

bass of his own kingly power and the independence of 
his country. No : the challenge might be welcome or 
unwelcome, but in any case he could.not yield to it. The 
military pauses of the ultimatum were virtually a declara- 
tion of war. The twenty days went by and no answer 
came from Cetewayo. Ten more days, and still silence. 
On the thirty-fust day the British troops crossed the 
frontier into Zululand. 

It was Frere’s war, but the blame he incurred for it in 
England was, as will be seen later an, a good deal more 
than he deserved. No one denied, not Coleaso himself, 
that Zulu militarism was a 4 standing menace.’ That the 
peace of South Africa required its removal sooner or later, 
and by force if nothing else availed, was no less undeniable. 
But was Frere justified in discarding diplomacy and using 
force with so little delay ? The answer to that depends 
* on facts which can never be established- Frere’s temper 
was not bellicose : his whole career in India was proof 
of that Nor v/as he liable to panic : he had shown quite 
remarkable coolness in the worst days of the Mutiny. 
But he evidently believed not only that the 4 black peril ’ 
was real but also that it was imminent. At any moment, 
he seems to have thought, the storm might break. And 
even if there was insufficient evidence for the existence 
of a great Bantu conspiracy to drive the white men into 
the sea, there was danger enough in Zululand alone and 
its proximity to the long and ill-defended frontier of 
Natal. If a Zulu invasion was coining, the only way to 
stop it, he believed, was to forestall it by a British in- 
vasion. Otherwise the Zulus could choose their time and 
place and sweep across the Colony. It was that danger 
and no more that troubled the sober Bulwer. He did not 
think that war had always been unavoidable, but, owing 
to the worsening of the atmosphere, he did think it could 
not be avoided in the autumn of 1878, And, that being 
so, there seemed, be said afterwards, ‘ to be nothing left 
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but to grasp the nettle firmly.’ 1 So he added his signature 
to the ultimatum. 

There was another question, 1 Frere may have been 
right/ wrote Sir Henry Taylor who had served in the 
Colonial Office, ‘ in the conception that a conflict with 
Cetewayo was inevitable but he was wrong in taking it 
upon himself to provoke one. ... 1 think he has lost his 
sense of subordination.’* But Frere’s post was not an, 
ordinary governorship— he would not have accepted one 
—he was also High-Commissioner and Governor-General 
designate. His position was comparaole with his member- 
ship of the Government of India which enjoyed a higher 
status than that of a Colonial Government and which was 
allowed in those days to go on its way without much 
interference by the India Office. He had been sent out 
by Carnarvon * to carry out his scheme,’ and he was 
probably right if he supposed that Carnarvon intended 
him to have a pretty free hand ; but, with a due ' sense 
of subordination/ he had told his chief what the execution 
of his policy implied. * Hie trial of strength will be forced 
on you, and neither justice nor humanity wiD be served 
by postponing the trial if we start with a good cause.’ 8 
He had repeated this warning to Hicks Beach in the 
summer of 1878. ‘You must be master up to the 
Portuguese frontier.’ And not one bint had reached him 
that the Secretary of State or any of his colleagues 
disagreed. Yet, if Frere could claim that a conflict with 
the Zulus was implicit in all he had said, it seems fair to 
say that he ought to have made it more explicit. If 
Hicks Beach was to blame for not asking for concrete 
information as to his plans, was not Frere equally to 
blame for not furnishing it unasked ? Should he not have 
told Hicks Beach not only that he expected the war 
quite soon, but that he intended to force the issue at the 
earliest opportunity ? Should he not have communicated 
the terms of his ultimatum- in time for the Cabinet to 



44 ZULU BATTLE PIECE 

comment on them ? As it was, he did not dispatch the 
text till five days after it had been delivered and it did 
not arrive in London till January 2, nine days before the 
war began. That Frere, lastly, could not obey the veto 
on war when it reached him seems indisputable. It was 
too late. To have delivered the ultimatum and, if it were 
not accepted, to do nothing but stand on the defensive 
was surely quite impossible. 

In the last resort it was a question of the amount of 
individual responsibility that should be conceded to an 
agent of the British Government operating thousands of 
miles away from London and debarred from quick com- 
munication with his superiors. Frere’s experience was in 
favour of giving plenty of rope to * ( the man on the spot.' 
It was a tradition in India that British officials, from a 
district officer upwards, should take grave decisions at 
need on their own responsibility. If the outcome was 
bad, their action was not too severely reprimanded. If it 
was good, it was not only confirmed but applauded. And 
in this case Frere confidently expected the latter result. 
He believed the Zulus would be conquered in a brief 
campaign at little cost of life and money. Impressed by 
this exhibition of military strength, the recalcitrant Boers 
would acquiesce in British sovereignty over the Transvaal. 
And then the reunion of South Africa under a single 
paramount power from the Cape to the Portuguese 
frontiers would be only a matter of time. ‘But the first 
step must be swift and firm. The Zulu war, he had 
written, must begin and end with * a shaip and decisive 
success .’ 1 Dis elittr vintm. 
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F or the coming tragedy at Isandhlwana two men, 
because of the positions they held in the field, were, 
formally at any rate, more responsible than anyone else. 
One was the Commander-in-chief, the other a Colonel 
of the Royal Engineers. 

Frederic Augustus Thesiger was bom in 1827, the eldest 
son of the first Lord Chelmsford, Lord Chancellor in the 
second and third Derby ministries. He joined the 
Grenadier Guards at the age of seventeen, and, ten yean 
later, served with distinction in the Crimean War, He 
was on Napier’s staff in the Abyssinian War in 1868, and 
became Adjutant-General in India in 1869. From 1874 
onwards he held commands in England. He was pro* 
moted Major-General in 1877, and in 1878 he obtained 
the local rank of Lieutenant-General on his appointment 
to succeed Sir Arthur Cunynghame in command of the 
British forces in South Africa. 

His record so far was proof that he possessed consider- 
able administrative gifts ; but it was an almost wholly 
peace-time record, and the efficient conduct of manoeuvres 
was scarcely better evidence than youthful service in the 
Crimea or staff-work on the road to Magdala of ability 
to command an army in the field. But if the quality of 
kis generalship had yet to be established, the r e had never 
been any doubts about the merits of his character and 
personality. He was as incapable of insincerity or intrigue 
as he was of discourtesy. He always spoke in the warmest 
terms of the officers and men he commanded and insisted 
that their services should be recognised as they deserved. 
45 



46 ZULU BATTLE PIEOE 

And, unlike some more successful soldiers of his age, he 
was a modest man, too modest it was thought by those 
who complained of his readiness to change his mind in 
deference to otjtc opinions. Such men are likeable, and 
everyone who had to do with Thesiger— or Chelmsford 
as he became at his father’s death in October, 1878 — 
everyone from the High Commissicner to the private 
soldier liked him and respected him. 

One other virtue must be recorded. Good soldiers are 
never inhumane, and, if Chelmsford meant to fight hard, 
he meant to fight cleanly. On the eve of his advance he 
made it clear that his native troops must observe the nils 
of war, however their enemies might break them. Anyone 
killing a woman or a child or a wounded man might be 
hanged. Anyone, white or' black, setting fire to a hut 
without specific authority from his column commander 
might be flogged. 1 

On, his arrival in South Africa, the new C. in C. found 
the British forces already engaged in suppressing the 
Gaika and Galeka rebellion, and in less than four months 
he 'was able to report to the War Office that the fighting 
was over, that the rebel chiefs Sandile, was dead, and 
that an amnesty had been proclaimed and peace con- 
cluded, In his report to his superiors in London he 
gave the main credit for this success to his British regular 
troops— which included the first and second battalions 
of the 34th Foot— but the War Office was sufficiently 
impressed with his own conduct of the operations to 
recommend the award of a K.C.B. At the end of the 
war he went to stay with Frere at Capetown, and 
there, not unnaturally, he was soon convinced that 
he would have to take the field again before very long. 
' It is more than probable/ he wrote home in July, ' that 
active steps will have to be taken to check the arrogance 
of Cetewayo.’ 4 Those steps, he realised, must be sub- 
stantial and well-prepared. 1 If we are to have a fight 
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with the Zulus,’ he wrote to Shepstone in the summer of 
1878, * I am anxious that our arrangements should be as 
complete as it is possible to make them. Half measures 
do not answer with natives. They must be thoroughly 
crushed to make them believe in our superiority ; and, 
if I am called upon to conduct operations against them, 
I shall strive to be in a position to show them how hope- 
lessly inferior they are to us in fighting power although 
numerically stronger.* 1 That did not mean, as was 
subsequently charged against him, that Chelmsford 
absurdly underestimated the difficulties and dangers of a 
Zulu war. He was well aware that Cetewayo’s massed 
regiments were far more formidable than Sandile’s handful 
of ill-disciplined tribesmen ; and, though he was prepared 
to take the offensive with the troops at his disposal, he 
strongly supported, as has been seen, Frere’s request for 
reinforcements. In November he asked for two more 
battalions to be sent out as soon as possible. 1 They were 
needed, he argued, for defence alone against possible 
Zulu raids over the Natal and Transvaal frontiers, a 
stretch cf some 200 mils with no lateral communications. 
They would be still more needed if Zululand were to be 
invaded. 1 In conducting operations against an enemy 
like the Kaffir or the Zulu, the first blow struck should be a 
heavy one,* and I am satisfied that no greater mistake can 
be made than to attempt to conquer him with ins ufficie nt 
means.’® As proof of his urgent need of ‘ extra assistance,’ 
he had asked for any such naval force as could be spared. 
The seamen were on the spot and made available without 
delay. A naval brigade of 170 sailors and marines with 
some light artillery disembarked from H.M.S. Actae and 
Ttnedos on November 19. 1 For the reasons stated above, 
the military reinforcements were not provided so quickly. 
The two battalions he had asked for did not reach Durban 
till January, 1879. 6 


* Author's italics. 
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Chelmsford's plan of invasion, if invasion it was to be, 
was simple. His objective was the occupation of Umndi, 
Cetewayo’s capital, which lay about fifty-five miles due 
east of the Natal frontier on the River Buffalo at Rorke’s 
Drift. No insurmountable obstacles barred his path. 
Most of Zululand is a country of rolling downs. Save for 
a belt of forest near the Tugela, the land is almost bare 
of trees, but it is studded with those outcrops of sandstone, 
rising sometimes to mountain height, which strike the 
stranger as the most remarkable feature of the South 
African .landscape at any distance from the coast. No 
broad river crosses this area, only gullies or dongas 
cut by streams with little, if any, water in them for 
most of the year. The terrain, in fact, presented only 
one 9erioua difficulty to a white invading army : there 
were no roads, and the native tracks might be quickly 
rendered impassable for wagons by the heavy thunder- 
storms to be expected in the eady months of tbe year. 
This was a one-sided handicap. The Zulus, as has been 
pointed out, could move over almost any ground, and 
three times as fast— Chelmsforc himself remarked^-as a 
column of British infantry. 

Because of this lack of roads Chelmsford expected his 
advance to be slow. But he meant it to be sure. He 
discarded the idea of concentrating his forces for a tingle 
massive drive at Ulundl No doubt he could have got 
through, but it would have made it possible for the Zulus 
on either Sank to creep "mind towards his rear and 
threaten his communications or to invade NataL 1 The 
plan 1 have laid down,’ he told Frere, * is not so ambitious 
a one as a rapid march upon Ulundi and the occupation 
of the King’s had, but I am certain it is the only safe 
one under the circumstances. It would be impossible to 
keep a long line of road passable for a convoy of wagons, 
and were we to advance far into the country it would be 
almost certain that, instead of our supplies coming to us, 

Plate 3. fsandhlwana from E.N.E. Small donga tn 
fmgrowuL Sit 1 of comp beyond it. 
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3 j£ should have to return far our mppjkft A retrograde 
■frbvjement would have a very bad meet on our native 
farces and would certainty encourage our enemies.’ 1 His 
Man was to advance jn three columns along separate 
routes conwerging on Ulundi. The frontier would thus 
Ije secured, and the Zulus pushed steadily away from it. 
ff they evaded action and fell back to protect Uhindi, all 
the better. He converging columns would unite to 
confront the united Zulu' army and thus be able, it 
flight bp hpped» tp win such, a crushing victory as to end 
the war outright. Strategists will probably agree that 
this was a good plan and, given gaod timing, likely to 
■achieye its object. 

On the jnpncoy of the ultimatum the British forces were 
taking up position in accordance with this plan. The 
Hight Column under Colonel Pearson was stationed near 
the mouth qf the TugeJa with orders, if war came, to 
cross the liver and move north and occupy the mission 
station at Eshowe. It was composed of Che a /3rd Toot 
agd six companies of the 99th, one company R.E., the 
Naval Brigade, several squadrons of mounted iflfantry, 
mostly colonial, and the second regiment of the Natal 
Native Contingent (fJ.N.C.) with two R.A. seven- 
pounders, one Gatling and two rock at tubes. The total 
strength was 47^0, of which about 1900 were white men, 
■The Left Column under Colonel Wood was based on 
"USecfrt with orders tp cross {he Blood River and advance 
wuthreast to Inyayeni Hill It consisted pf the i/i3th 
Foot, the 90th Foot, some 200 colonial fight horse, 3jJo 
N.N.C. with si* R.A. seven-pounders and two rockets, 
and a small volunteer commando of mounted Boers from 
the Utrecht district, led by the veteran Piet Uyj. Tptal 
strength 227B; white men about iBpQ. The Central 
Cplumn under Colonel Glyn was to start across the 
Buffalo from Rome’s firft a#d march due east It con- 
sisted of the j /24th and s /24th Foot, five squadrons pf 
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colonial mounted infantry and police, one company R.E., 
the third regiment of the N.N.Q. with ax RA seven- 
pounders and two rockets. Total strength, 4709 : white 
men about 1750. A fourth column under Colonel 
£)nmford was held in reserve to protect the frontier at 
the outset and then to advance between the right and 
central columns through the belt of forest which lay 
between the Jugela valley and the bare uplands of central 
Zuluknd. Its base was on the Tugela at Kxanz Kop, 
near the riyer crossing known as Middle Drift, it was 
composed entirely of native troops— the three battalions 
of the first N.N.C. regiment/ a squadron of native cavalry, 
mostly Basutos, and a company of native pioneers. Total 
strength, 387 1. 1 

Chelmsford had decided to accompany the Central 
Column, and on January 10, the date, on which the 
ultimatum expired, he moved his headquarters to Rorke’s 
Drift. It was now virtually certain that war would begin 
next day, but it was still hoped that at an early stage of 
the invasion Cetewayo, seeing that the British were in 
deadly earnest, would realise the hopelessness of resistance 
and submit. In any case Chelmsford was confident of his 
capacity' to carry out the task entrusted to him. Nor had 
he any doubts as to the wisdom of that forward policy 
uf which his army was to be the spearpoint He wholly 
agreed with Frere, 1 1 trust,’ be wrote to him on January 
1, 1 that before long the troops under ray command may 
have an opportunity of settling, once and for all, the Zulu 
question. . . . Out cause will be a good one. in spite of 
all the Colenso party may say, and I hope to be able to 
convince them all before many weeks are' over that for a 
savage, as fora child, timely severity is greater kindness 
than mistaken laiiency. . . But by 1 many weeks ’ he 
meant what he said. Writing on January 8 to the Duke 
of Cambridge, he said that Zululand was rumoured to be 
* in z state of utter confusiop ’ mid np one could guess 
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what the Zulu tactics would be. But, in any event -the 
weather and the state of the roads ruled out a rapid 
advance. * If I wished to make a rush, I should be unable 
to carry-it out. . . . Our movements wil all b« made in 
the most deliberate manner.’ 1 


2 

The other protagonist in the impending tragedy was 
Anthony William Dumford, eldest son of General 
Dumford, R.E. Bom on his father’s estate in Go. Lekrim 
in 1830 and educated in Iceland and Germany, be 
obtained a commission in the Royal Engineers in 1848 ; 
and, after serving in Ceylon and in other oversea posts* 
and at Devonport, he was ordered to the Cape in 18^2. 
la 1873 he was. attached to the official delegation which 
attended the coronadon of Cetewayo. ‘ The Zulus are a 
warlike race, 1 he wrote in one of the long, lively letters 
he sent by nearly every mail to his mother in Ireland, 
' every man a soldier and ever armed. , . . At the corona- 
tion of the King about 5000 of kis warriors were present, 
and a wild lot they looked. They sang a war song — a 
song without words, wonderfully impressive as the waves 
of sound rose, fell and died away, then rose again in a 
mournful strain, yet warlike in die extreme.’ 1 Later in 
that year, Dumford served as chid' of staff with the mixed 
force of British troops and Basutos on their expedition 
against Langalibalele. At the outset of the operations he 
was ordered to occupy Bushman’s River Pass with a s m al l 
force, and at the end of an exhausting march he found 
himself confronted with a considerable body of hostile 
natives. He could probably have dispersed them by a 

* When be was desperately ill with beat apoplexy m Ceytoa In 
1865, his life was saved by thp devoted p lining if ’ Chinese Gorfloa. 11 
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vigorom attack, but he was under strict orders not to fire 
the first shot, and the failure of some young ua tried 
colonial volunteers to stand the strain led to a disorderly 
retreat. Three of the volunteers were killed. Dumfbrd 
himself had a miraculous escape. His shoulder had been 
dislocated by a fall ou the march up, and he was wounded 
in the same aim by an assegai. But he fought his way 
back with a courage for which, in the opinion of two 
members of the subsequent court of enquiry, he deserved 
the V.C. Men might question his opinions, but none his 
bravery. ‘ He was a fine chivalrous soldier,’ wrote Colonel 
Pearson of the Right Column after his death, ' and a man 
of admirable personal courage .’ 1 

None the less, he was unpopular among the colonists 
of Natal. To begin with, tney blamed him, quite unfairly, 
for the death of those vounteers ; and, when he had lived 
that down, they were alienated by his outspoken cham- 
pionship of native rights, particularly with regard to the 
injustice done to Langalibalele’s tribesmen. They 
disapproved, moreover, of his personal relations with the 
natives. For Dumfbrd, like many others of his kind,, felt 
a spontaneous liking for the African native. 1 Fine men/ 
was his first immediate impression, * very naked and ail 
that sort of thing, but thoroughly good fellows.’* And, 
if the natives in service of one sort or another in Pieter- 
maritzburg were somewhat more sophisticated, they had, 
he thought, redeeming virtues. ‘ The streets of* this city, 
as large as a village in England, are full of savages from 
mom to night, and a jollier lot I never saw, ever laughing, 
singing and dancing. Send a “boy” (they are all 
“ boys ”) on a message, he dances down the street ; look, 
even, at Hm, he grins from ear to ear .’ 3 Most of the 
colonists shared this liking ; but it was not so easy for 
them to share Dumford’s sense of human equality with 
these backward folk, and they resented his treating them 
as equals. It was a natural difference. Durnford, after 
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all, was spending only a few years of his life in'Natal. 
The colonists, with their wives and children, had made 
their ill-protected homes there, for good and aH, with 
that vast black barbarous multitude at their very doors. 

So Duroford was a rather lonely figure in Natal society, 
but he was not quite alone. The more sober-minded 
colonists agreed with him that relations between the races 
should be founded on strict British justice. So did the 
editor of at least one local newspaper, the Natd Colonist. 
Above all, his * negropbilisih ’ won him the close friend- 0 
ship of the arch-negrophiliat, Colensc. ' The Bishop is a 
man of men,’ he wrote soon after their first meeting, ' he 
would go to his death for the right .' 1 He became a 
frequent guest at Colenso’s house at Pietermaritzburg, and 
before long he had come to regard him as r the man I 
respect and, reverence most in the world,’* The attraction 
was mutual. Colenso’s biographer records that his 
acquaintance with Dumford ‘ rapidly ripened into the 
most intimate friendship of' his later fife.’* Another 
Englishman who recognised Durnford’s high qualities 
was Froude who came across him in the course of his 
second visit to South Africa. ' I have rarely met a man,’ 
he told Colenso, ‘ who at first sight made a more pleasing 
impression upon me. He was more than I expected, and 
his distinguished reputation had led me to form very 
high expectations indeed.’ 4 

Except on the point of courage, these good opinions 
were not shared in higher military circles. The soldiers, 
like most of, the colonists, disapproved o? Dumford's 
interference in native affairs. It was a matter of principle, 

A soldier should have no * politics.’ He should never 
question government decisions. Such an attitude was not 
unnatural, and it probably accounted for Dumford’s 
transfer, to another post. Ic 1876, after some years’ 
service as head of the Engineer’s Department in Natal, 
he was sent to Mauritius, where, on medica 1 advice, he 
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obtained permission to go home for treatment. But, early 
in 1877, he was called back to Natal, lire position was 
becoming critical. The stormclouds were banking up 
over Zululand, and all the tribes on the colonial borders 
were in a state of dangerous tension. In such a situation 
the value of Durnford, however awkward his ‘ politics ’ 
might be, was unquestionable. He understood the natives 
far better thac any other soldier, and the Laogalibalele 
campaign had shown that he exercised over them in the 
1 field an effortless authority. The Basutos, for example, 
under his ■command— and there were no more useful 
native auxiliaries than those bold hillsmen on their wiry 
ponies — had shown a trust in him and a personal devotion 
not often accorded to a British officer. So Dumford was 
brought back, and, as the horizon darkened, he was 
allotted two important tasks. In February, 1878, he wa$ 
appointed to the Boundary Commission.* In die follow- 
ing autumn, promoted previously to a brevet-colonelcy, 
he was ordered to raise the Natal Native Contingent, part 
of which, as has been recorded, was put under his com- 
mand to form 'the reserve column. But, almost to the 
last moment, he could not bring himself to believe that 
war was inevitable. He did not minimise the danger of 
Zulu hostility. He took a for more serious view of it 
than Colenso. He had repeatedly pointed out that Natal 
was very ill-protected against the possibility of a sudden 
Zulu attack. The Zulus, he once remarked, could ‘ rash ' 
Pietermaritzburg from the frontier within twenty-four 
hours. 1 Nor was he a sentimentalist. ‘ Not that I would 
be too tender with the savage/ he wrote in 1875. 4 No: 
but I would be just to him, just to the last degree/ He 
held that a just settlement of the boundary dispute should 
be made and. firmly maintained. If the Zulus refused to 
accept it, they roust be compelled to do so by threat of 
war, by war itself in the last resort by the subjection of 
* See page jp above. 
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Zutuland to British rule. 1 It may be said, in fact, that 
Durnford’s Zulu policy was much the same as Frcre’s. 
But there was this crucial difference. Frere believed that 
the Zulus would not be satisfied by any settlement, that 
they meant sooner or later to fight, that war and annexa- 
tion were unavoidable. Those were not Domford’s 
beliefs. Till the eleventh hour he clung stubbornly to 
his conviction that there would be no war. ‘ Cetewayo 
is anxious for a peaceful settlement of the boundary,* he 
had written early in 1878 : 1 the Zulus don't want to 
fight at all and peace will be maintained.' 1 The Com- 
mission's award .confirmed his optimism, Even the 
arrival of an officer of General’s rank did not shake it 
* General here,’ he wrote in August, ‘just sent for. He 
... has cooled down from the war fever considerably 
since he has been under the Governor’s influence.’* 
Again, as late as November, when he is already raising 
the N.N.C. : * I like the General much. He is a gentleman, 
and that says everything. Peace still prevails here, and 
may yet do so for many years to come. The Zulus are 
not at-all inclined to fight, and have nothing to fight for 
as yet.’ 1 When, a few weeks later, the ultimatum came, 
he realised what it meant. He put his ‘ politics 1 aside. 
Almost certainly now it was to be a soldier’s affair, and 
he would do his soldier’s duty. 

So the new year found him, in command of his native 
column, facing Zukiland across theTugeia at Krafts Kop. 
There he remained for a fortnight, busily training his 
men. His health was good and his spirits high. ‘ I have 
my hands full of work,’ he had written a little earlier, 
1 but like it above everything. . , , Were the weather not 
so wet the life would be moat enjoyable, but damp it a 
" damper.' 1 ... I wonder whether you would admire my 
appearance for the field? Boots, spurs, dark cord- 
breeches, serge patrol-jacket, broad belt over the shoulders 
and one round the waist— to the former a revolver and 
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to the Utter a hunting knife and ammunition pouch. A 
wideawake soft felt hat with wide brim, ore side turned 
up, and a crimson turban wound round the hat— very 
lie a stage brigand 1 n 

Chelmsford had decided, as has been said, that 
Durnford’ s column should not take part in the invasion 
abreast of the other columns but should act in support 
of the Central Column. Durnford, therefore, was 
directed to wait at Kraaz Kop for orders, but he had 
not yet received them when, in the second week of 
January, information reached him— in the light of 
subsequent events it was probably untrue— from a 
missionary still resident in Zululand that the Zulus were 
gathering northwards of Kranz Kop for an invasion of 
Natal. Durrford deterr'ned on his own initiative to 
order a reconnaissance in force, and, in the early hours 
of January 14, having sent a rider to,report his movement 
to Chelmsford at Rorke’s Drill, he set his column on 
the inarch towards the river. The troops were naturally 
elated at the move. * We arc in for a lark at last,’ said 
one of his officers : ‘ the Colonel means going for Cete- 
wayo, and we shall be into Ulundi before the General 
yet* But, before they reached the river-crossing, an 
orderly galloped up with a note from Chelmsford. As it 
happened, the time had come for Dumford’s column to 
take position in rear of the centre, and Chelmsford was 
taken aback at the news of his unauthorised move. The 
note was a stiff reprimand. If Durnford acted again 
independently and without orders, be would be rdieved 
of his command. ‘ 1 well remember,’ recorded one of his 
officers, * the look of disgust which crossed his countenance 
as he read the order.’* But back he had to go to Kranz 
Kop where presently he received instructions to proceed 
to Rorke’s Drift and camp there. This incident was cited 
in after days as proof of Dumford’s insubordinate tem- 
perament. But k that quite reasonable? Does it not 
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rather suggest that, under the conditions of native warfare, 
officers had usually been given a good deal of rope and 
had become accustomed, within limits, to take action on 
their own ? 

Dumfort? was naturally disappointed that his place was 
to be in the rear and not in the front of the advance ; and 
he arrived at Rorke’s Drift on January 20 in an unusually 
dejected mood. Next day he wrote his last letter, an 
unusually brief one, to his mother. r I have sent on to 
ask for instructions from the General who is about ten 
miles off, forming a camp at or near the Isandhlwana 
mountain (see my map of Zululand). , . , This wet 
weather we have had is most depressing in every way, 
but to-day has been very hot, quite a pleasant change 
for me and, indeed, for all of us, black and white. The 
General has gone on with the first and second battalion 
of the 24th etc., and we follow on. 1 have no news, am 
stupid and dull, and “down,” so adieu for the day. 
P& I am " down,” because I’m Ufi behind? but we 
shall see.’ 1 


3 

Meantime, the triple invasion had begun. 

The Right Column started to cross the Tuge*a at 
daybreak on January nth. The crossing was completed 
on the 13th, and work begun on building Fort Tenedos 
on the Zulu tide of the river and stocking it with stores. 
On the 15th mounted troops reconnoitred some eight 
miles northwards. No Zulu forces were to be seem On 
the 17th the fort was finished, and next day the column 
advanced. No opposition was encountered till, near the 
River Inyezane, on January 22, the column was attacked 
* Underlined in the original. 
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by some hundreds of Zulus. It easily repulsed them, 
and on January 23 it reached its objective at Eshowc, 
37 miles from the Tugda. The building of another fort 
was at once begun, and preparations made for the next 
advance towards Ulundi, as soon as it were ordered. 
Bodies of Zulus, meantime, had established themselves at 
various points round the camp. They did not attack : 
they watched and waited. It was not dli January 28 
that a messenger dipped through the tightening blockade 
with the long-awaited orders. They were not what 
Pearson had expected— not to advance, but to retreat, 
unless he felt quite safe where he was. * You must be 
prepared to have the whole Zulu force down on you.’ 
An entrenched laager was esential. No word of Isandbl- 
wana ; but it was clear enough that something had gone 
wrong. Five days later the bare news of a disaster got 
through. Another five days, and the whole story was 
known. Thereafter no messengers were able to evade the 
Zulu sentinels : the investment was complete. But 
fortunately Pearson had managed to bring up sufficient 
supplies, and the strength of his impromptu fortifications 
seemingly deterred the Zulus from risking an attack.* 
In a few weeks’ time communication was re-established 
by heliograph, and Pearson was informed of the date at 
which he might expect to be relieved. On March 29 
Chelmsford crossed the Tugda at the head of a column 
of 3400 white and 2300 native troops. On April 2nd 
he put to flight a considerable Zulu force which barred 
h» path at Cingihlovo, On the 3rd he reached Eshowe. 
It had been under siege of a sort for over ten weeks. 1 

The Left Column began to move from Bemba’s Kop 
down the left bank of the Blood River on January 10th. 
Next day Wood rode ahead with a body of cavalry and 
met Chdmsford at a point some twelve miles from 
Rorke’s Drift. As the result of decisions here taken, 

, * For Cetewayo’s orders, see p. 103 below. 
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Wood’s column moved back to Bemba’s Kop, and waited 
there till the 18th, the day on which Pearson had begun 
to advance from the Tugela. Reconnaissance anead was 
encouraging : no Zulus in farce. On the 18th the 
column advanced to the Insegcni River and on the 20tb 
reached the White Umvolosi near chief Tinta’s kraal. 
Tinta submitted and was dispatched with his people back 
to Utrecht. Next day a laager, reinforced with stone walls, 
was built— Fort Tinta— and in the early hours of the 
32nd the column moved out towards the Zungum Range. 
By sunset they had established an entrenched camp at 
the south-east end of it. In the coune of the day some 
4000 Zulus had been observed drilling, with admirable 
precision, on the north-west slope of Mount Inhlobane, 
the highest point of the range. As Wood and his men sat 
round their campfires that night, they heard the sound of 
guns away to the south-west. 1 What that portended will 
appear as the narrative proceeds. On the 23rd the 
column remained halted at the camp. On the 24th it 
advanced eight miles northwards, a little beyond Mount 
Inhlobane, and was soon engaged with a body of Zulus. 
It was not a large force and it was easily dispersed. But 
the advance was not continued ; for during the skirmish 
a mounted messenger brought news of what had happened 
at Isandhlwana two days earlier. As soon as the fighting 
was over, therefore, and the troops had been given a 
rest, Wood started back to Fort Tinta. He reached it 
early on January 25th. 1 ( 

The Central Column at Rorie’s Drift was to cross the 
Buffalo on the same day (January nth) as the Right 
Column crossed the Tugela, It dawned gloomily. A 
thiok white fog descended in the early fours of the 
morning apd presently turned to drizzling rain. But 
despite this handicap the passage of the Buffalo which 
began at 4.30' a.m. was earned out without loss— the 
British troops and most of the wagons and oxen crossing 
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by the pontoons winch had been strung across the water 
on the previous day, the N.N.C. under Commandant 
Lonsdale by the ford where the river was ru nnin g at six 
knots and rose at mid-stream to the men’s chins. The 
passage was covered try tie guns which crossed with the 
rest cf the wagons on the following day. Having gained 
the east bank, the infantry spread out in skirmishing 
order to a length of about three miles, advanced a few 
hundred yards up a gentle slope, and then halted to wait 
for better weather. No one yet knew whether, as had 
been rumoured, the Zulus meant to resist the invasion 
in force at once ; but, when towards noon the fog lifted, 
there was not a Zulu to be seen. 

Chelmsford, meanwhile, had ridden off with an escort 
of cavalry to that conference with Wood. ‘ We had a 
long talk together/ he reported, ' and Wood arranged 
that he will occupy himself with the tribes on his front 
and'left flank . . . until we are ready to advance to Isipezi 
Hill. 1 * 1 On the ride out and back there was still no sign 
of Zulu forces. Groups of huts or kraals were visible here 
and there. A few armed Zulus were found in them and 
disarmed, and some hundreds of cattle, hones, sheep and 
goats were rounded up. Back in camp that afternoon, 
Chelmsford was visited by Dumford, riding over from 
Kranz Kop. He reported that ‘ah the fighting 
Zulus have gone away from the border 1 towards Ulundi. 
1 This may be true/ writes Chelmsford, * but I shall stake 
sure as 1 admee that we are not leaving any large force in our 
rwr.’l* ‘We must try,* he told Wood, ‘ and push everyone 
slowly before us towards the King’s kraal.’* 

Next day (January iatn) the column had its first brash 
with the enemy. Reconnoitring in lull strength along the 
eastward route it was presently to take, it came, some 
five miles out, to a rocky kranz near the kraal of Chief 
Sirayo, whose name has figured on an earlier page. Shots 
* 25 miles cast of Kotik’s Drift. | Author’s italics. 
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were fired at the column from caves in the bane, where- 
upon the infantry opened out and attacked in attended 
order. The Zulus defended their position fiercely, firing 
from cover and rolling rocks down on their attackers as 
they climbed the slope. But in half aa hour the fighting 
was over. The caves were occupied, ’the Zulus dispersed. 
Rounding up the cattle, the column returned to its base. 
‘ I ordered Sirayo’s bad to be burnt,’ reported Chelms- 
ford to Frere, * but none of the other huts were touched. 
The Native Contingent behaved very well and not a 
native touched a woman or child or billed a wounded 
man.’ The casualties had been small. About 30 Zulus 
killed on the one side ; only three natives on the other. 
1 The country is in a terrible state from the rain, and ! do 
not know how we shall, manage to get our troops across 
the valley, near Sirayo’s bad. . . . The soldiers are in 
excellent health and spirits and do not seem to feel, either 
physically or morally, the continuous duckings they get 
from the daily thunderstorms.’ 1 

Sirayo's tribesmen had been only a handful, and there 
was still nothing to betray the whereabouts of the Zulu 
army. C. L. Norris Newman, special correspondent of 
the London Standard and the only journalist accompanying 
the column, climbed to the top of the hill above die 
knwz, 1 The sight obtained was magnificent.* Looking 
north,, down a precipitous cliff, a splendid valley extended 
for miles , rich h verdure, covered with deserted bads, and 
bounded on each side by high mountains ; while to the 
south the Buffalo and the Natal mountains were seen in 
the distance, with our camp at Rorke’s Drift looking like 
a tin miniature soldier’s camp. To the eastward, the 
Isipezi Hill rose in the air with its curious-shaped head, 
and dose beside it was m road to Ulundi. Altogether it 
was a sight worth seeing.’ 1 If Newman had stood there 
ten days later, the sight would nave been the same : but, 
though the watcher would not have known it, somewhere 
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out there, concealed by Mis or in folds of undulating 
ground, 4 Getewayo’s impi would by then have been lying 
m wait 

For the next few days the column stayed in ifs camp 
near Rorkc’s Drift while a working party built a road 
across the soggy ground of the Bashee valley. On January 
1 7 Chelmsford rode out along the Ulundi track to choose 
a site for his next camp. About seven miles, as the crow 
flies, from the Drift, the track climbed some three hundred 
feet to a col between Isandhlwana* mount and a rock* 
strewn ridge known as Stony HiH, and then descended 
to a plain, about eight miles long from east to west, and 
five miles broad from north to south. It is slightly un- 
dulating, but more or less bare of trees. Viewed from 
Isandhlwana, the most striking feature is a queer conical 
fapjt about 3400 yards distant from the mount, f Isan- 
dhlwana stands at the north-west comer of this plain, a 
bare block of sandstone, its curved crest rising to about 
4000 feet above sea-level, 500 above the level of the 
plain. Us length at the base, running N.N.E. to S.S.W. 
is ahput 500 yards, its breadth about 300. From the 
col beside it the track to Ulundi led down to and across 
the pl^in south-eastwards. After four miles it bent dne 
east and then climbed gradually to higher ground, while 
another native track, leading to the Qpdeni Bush, con- 
tinued south-eastwards down the plain towards the 
Malagata Hills. 

It was on the slope leading up to the eastern side of 
Isandhlwana that Chelmsford decided to pitch his camp. 
Immediately behind it rose the steep wall of rock. In 
front lay the plain cut by several small dry stream. 

♦TheZuhi word ‘ Isandhlwana * has been variously construed as 
meaning ' little hand ’ or ‘little house ’ or 1 the low stomach of a 
cow.’ The shape of the mount has been Sioicd to that of a crouching 
lion, and officers of the 44th Regiment observed at the time its 
resemblance to the Sphinx in their regimental badge. 

t See plate a, facing p. 53. • 
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beds and, some '3000 yards away, by a lair-sized 
donga. Not .much farther east rose the first of the un- 
dpjatug ridges behind which the -trank -to Ulundi 
disappeared. Southwards the view lay open over most 
of the plain to the Malagatas. It was only on the north 
that the range of vision was dangerously narrow. Not far 
from the mount, the ground rose fairly steeply to a grassy 
plateau, stretching away and falling slightly for three 
or four miles towards the Ngutus, a range of mountains 
dang at its highest to 5060 feet above sea-level. Thus 
for the camp at Isaadhlwana the edge of this plateau 
was the sky-line : for it was about 500 feet higher than 
the camp, or approximately the same height as the 
mount. It ran roughly west to east, so that it was 
nearest -to the mount— about 2000 yards away— at a 
point due north of it. Just at this point, morever, a 
broad sloping spur led down towards the mount 
Pc t>yeen the foot of this spur and the mount was a more 
or less level stretch of about 1000 yards.* 

Thedefensive strength of theposition was obvious enough. 
Its rear was protected by the mountf It popuqanded 
most of the plain. Its weakness lay in the &ct that it was 
itself commanded at close quarters on the north. B* it 
must not be forgotten that the British could not, Hkp the 
Zulus, inarch freely across country : they were obliged 
to keep to the native track to Ulundi, improving it as they 
advanced ; and it is at least doubdiil if a better position 
was to be found near the track within a day’s march from 
the base. A subordinate reason for the choice was that 
brushwood for the camp-fires was available where (he 
track climbed the western slope. 

* Sec plate* 3 and 6. 

f Nat impregoably, unless a gjiaid -were stationed on (he summit 
Away from its precipitous southern end the mount can easily be 
climbed. When (he author visited (he site (December 39, 1947), an 
athletic memlber of his party readied the top fiont the col in seven 
minutes, another older member in fifteen. 



44 zmiTlJ'AZTL'B yUBCTE' 

Early M *he morning' of Januaiy 2o£h, Jeavwg <*m 
tympany of the 2 /24th with a few engine«rs and florae 
native troops to guard <h* Prift, the cqhww started, 1 the 
bands playing merrily/ on its march to IsacdJriwajia, 
From tjme to time 4 t was hdd up by the bad oqndiritia 
of the track. M one point. 4 stream had to be bridged 
with rocks and the approaches out away and leveled- 
Cut isandhlwana was readied about midday and in the 
course of the afternoon the camp wju pitched. Chekis- 
ford's tents were set up at the foot of the ropk-strp^a 
slope Wow the mount The troops were stationed 
parallel with the -mount, at abput 150 yard?’ distance 
front it, with She wagons and oxen in -their rear, On the 
left, nearest the plateau, were the second and first 
battalions of -the 3rd NJN.C. ajjd the®, in order to the 
right, the a /24th, the as R A guns, the colonial mounted 
jpfajpfry, the Natal mounted police, and, last, the i/z^th. 
The Ike extended some 250 yards beyond die mount, so 
that the colonial troops and the i/2{th -were pp the 
jfopp bplow the col and .Stony Ml. 

That aftemoflp, wh£e the camp was s?tdmg down, 
Chelmsford rode out'with a small mounted force across 
the plain to examine the high ground at its south-eastern 
end, No Zulus were W- 'Before sunset he was back 
in camp. 


4 

The controversy which the impending disaster inevitably 
excited -was to exhibit much smug ( wisdom after the 
event.’ Bui there was one question at least which it was 
iaif to ask peyt emtrn. Why was the camp not protected 
as strongly as pqsdble against thy risk of sudden attack ? 
The minimum precautions agamst surprise were taken 
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■.'as* a' -matter of course. Piikets wen? -postgfl jq, an aic 
POYenng tflf front and both fads* flf the Ran p at a 
distance of aooo yards, and vedettes (mounted patrpls) 
were sent out to one gr two points pfl the cdg? pf the" 
plateau and out pn the plain. Apparwtiy no look-out 
was posted on the top of the mount At night, the 
fine of sentinels, except for one outpost on fh? qprth, 
was withdrawn to 500 yards from tbs camp. On the 
cfil itself a permanent guard of the I /24th was posted 
day and night. 1 So far so good: but that was &D, 
IJothing was done to fortify, however pjodestly, the camp 
itself. And -this seems, at first sight, a strange omission. 
For, if one lesson more than another had bpen taught by 
*¥xptriaw> of Bafivu warfare in isoutio Africa, it •■was 4 vt 
danger of surprise attaek ; and the Boos, Who, ever 
since the Great Trek, had been constantly fighting jfce 
nadyes, had devised, as has been explained above, an 
effective method -of defence. To form a laager had long 
been a regular, an almost automatic, preemption for 
Bplcxs a the field, and in the regulations issued to the 
British forces as late as the previous November officers 
were instructed that, at night, oxen and hors© sh«dd 
always be tetfeered in wagon laagen^ As it happened, the 
need for taking this essential precaution was urged on 
Chelmsford by two Boas who certakdy knew wh# they 
were -talking about. When he was at Pietermaritzburg, 

S raring for the invasion, Paid Kruger was taken to see 
by the Rey. George Stegmaan, a minister pf the 
Dutch Reformed Church, who acted as interpreter and 
secretary to Frere. ‘ Mr. Kruger,’ the minister noted in 
■ his diary, ‘ gave him (Chelmsford) much valuable in- 
formation as to Zulu tactics and Oppressed upon him the 
absolute necessity of laa gering his wagons pypry evening 
and always at the approach of the enemy. He also urged 
the necessity of scouring at considerable distances, as the 
movements of the Zulus were very rapid. ’* Similar advice 
Z.BJ. a 



66 ZULU BATTLE PIECE 

was given by Paul Beater who had fought under Pretorius; 
and an unsuccessful attempt was made on the eve of the 
invasion to obtain the services of a ' colonial ’ who had 
had experience of forming laagers . 1 But Chelmsford 
thought— so he afterwards explained— that a laager 
should serve not as a * bastion ’ but only to prevent the 
baggage animals from being stampeded and cut off. In 
any case, he pointed out, at Isandhlwana a laager could 
have been fonned only’ at night, since in daytime the 
wagons were wanted to fetch up more stores from Rorke’s 
Drift. Many of the wagons had not in fact reached* the 
camp before nightfall on the 20th, and those that had 
.were busy unloading . 1 So much for the laager, but there 
was another instruction in the regulations. 1 The camp 
should be partially entrenched on all sides.’ If that 
order had been obeyed at Isandhlwana, a shallow trench 
—deep trenching was almost impossible in such stony 
ground— would presumably have been dug, at least at 
intervals, along the front and round both hanks and also 
on the crest of the col where the rear was not defended 
by the mount ; and, trench or no trench, a breast- 
work of rocks could have been built, sufficient to protect 
troops, lying down or kneeling, from rifle-shots and 
flying assegais. But the instruction was not obeyed. It was 
afterwards explained that the troops had only arrived in 
the course of the afternoon, that they were tired out by 
their hard day’s work, and that the sun set soon after 
six p.m.* Thus the camp’s sole defence was the great 
rampart that shielded most but not all of its rear. 

In the days to come, when every detail of the catastrophe 
had been threshed out, the omission to fortify the camp 
emerged from the dust of controversy as the one un- 
questionable blunder. But it is fair to remember that 
Isandhlwana was intended to be no more than a temporary 
resting-place ; that the first post where stores were to be 
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collected and preparations made for the next stage of the 
advance was Isipezi, some twelve miles farther on j 1 and 
that the column was expected to strike camp as soon as 
the forward track had been reconnoitred and improved. 
Moreover— and this is the cardinal point— there was no 
reason to suppose, at the time the camp was pitched, 
that it was in any danger of a surprise attack by larger 
Zulu forces than could easily be repelled by guns and 
rifle fire on open ground. There were still no Zulus to 
be seen, ft was not yet certain even that they intended 
to resist the invasion, In any case it was believed — and 
rightly on January 20th— that no large body of Zulus 
had gathered to the north of the camp. The vedettes 
were out on the high ground and had nothing to 
report. It was thought too— and again rightly— that, if 
resistance had been decided on, the base of the Zulu 
advance would be Cetewayo’s kraal at Ulundi. And it 
was assumed — not so rightly — that an itnpt moving from 
the direction of Ulundi towards Isandhlwana was bound 
to be detected long before it came to close-quarters. 


5 

The first evening at Isandhlwara camp was cheerful. 
Convinced that there was no large Zulu force in the 
immediate vicinity, Chelmsford had decided to prepare 
for his next move by probing the countty towards Isipai. 
If the Zulus were intending to bar his way to Ulundi, it 
was in that direction he expected to find them. He gave 
orders, therefore, for a reconnaissance in force next day 
towards Chief Matyana’s bad in the Macgeni valley 
among the hills that dose in the plain to the south-east. 
The news was warmly welcomed in the camp. Nearly 
everybody, wrote the journalist, wanted to join the party. 
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but those who were to be left behind consoled themselves 
with the belief that the whole column would soon be 
involved in a major action, The Zulu impi, it was. 
rumoured, was marching from Ulundi straight towards 
them. 'Our mess had a jolly tide dinner that 
evening . , 

At dawn next day (January Gist) the reconnoitring 
force set out along the track across the plain. It con-, 
sisted of most of the N.N.C. — eight out of ten companies 
from each of its two battalions— under Commandant 
Lonsdale, followed later on by most of the mounted troops 
under Major Dartnell. ‘How well I remember that 
morning/ recalled the journalist who accompanied the 
outgoing force, * and the dejected aspect of the officers 
detained' by duty at the camp ! Young Buee, the assistant 
surgeon, started with us, but his pony went so lame that 
he was obliged to go back, unhappily as it turned 
out . . ,*• 

Chelmsford stayed behind. In the morning he rode 
out towards Maiagata mountain to a point whence the 
valley into which the N.N.C. had descended was visible, 
but nothing could be seen of them. Early in the afternoon 
a message came back from Dartnell reporting that he 
had linked up with Lonsdale and his N.N.C., and that 
some 400 Zulus were posted ahead of him, and asking for 
instructions, Chelmsford sent orders to attack at discre- 
tion. Later in the day he rode up to a point on the 
plateau where some vedettes were posted. Fourteen 
mounted Zulus were observed near the Nguttis about 
four miles away. They p.-escutly disappeared. Two 
of the vedettes said they had seen these Zulus several 
times during the day. Seemingly a mere patrol. There 
was no sign or hint of the presence of larger forces 
anywhere." 

It was the same with the reconnoitring force marching 
southeast that morning. The countryside seemed to have 
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been depopulated. Traces of recent occupation were 
observed in deserted kraals, but no Zulus were viable 
till, soon after midday, DartneU approached the moun- 
tains. Then, as he informed Chelmsford, a few hundred 
Zulus were seen. About four o’clock mounted scouts 
reported that some 1500 Zulus were holding a rocky cel 
a few miles to the east. The N.N.C. thereupon advanced 
to the crest of the frst low range whence massed Zulus, 
some 2000 strong, were observed on the next range across 
a shallow valley. A smalt mounted force was dispatched 
to test the position. ‘Then appeared,’ one of them 
related, 1 as if by magic, from one end of the ridge to the 
other, a long line of black men in ^skirmishing order, 
advancing at a run. It was a grand sight, and ihey never 
uttered a sound. I defy the men of any British regiment 
to keep their intervals so well at the double. On reaching 
the brow of the hill, the centre halted and the Homs 
appeared. 1 The troops retired to avoid encirclement, but 
they were pot pursued. The ZuIgs stopped and then 
withdrew. It looked as if they wanted to lure their 
enemies after them up into the hills. 1 

It was now near sunset, and DartneU, so some critics 
afterwards asserted, should have recognised that his 
orders to reconnoitre had now been carried ovt and 
should have at once marched back to the camp. But in 
consultation with his feUow officers he had decided to 
bivouac for the night on the spot and attack the Zulus 
next morning. Hs sent off, accordingly, a report to 
Chelmsford, describing the situation and asking for food 
and blankets to be sent out to him that night and rein- 
forcements on the morrow. 2 It might almost seem as if 
DartneU had taken charge of the whole operation and was 
forcing Chelmsford’s hand. For his orders were to return 
to the camp after completing his reconnaissance. 3 ut 
Chelmsford, though ' much vexed 1 (he afterwards said) 
at DartneU’s disobedience,* complied with his request. 
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Biscuit and blankets were dispatched that night. At 1.30 
next morning (January 22nd), Chelmsford received 
another message saying that the Zulus were in great 
force. 1 That was not, «n feet, the case. The Zulus 
attacked by Dartneil, it afterwards appeared, were only 
a body of Chief Matyana’s tribesmen marching to join 
the main imp? which was then, as will be seen, a few 
miles away near Inpezi, But Chelmsford seems to have 
supposed— and it was not unreasonable—that the main 
impi was the great force immediately in front of 
Dartneil. In any case he thought it necessary to go to 
DartneU’s support in strength if only to prevent the 
N.N.C. from suffering a revene wh'ch might so wreck 
their morale as to make them useless for the rest of the 
campaign. So, before dawn, more than half of the troops 
at Isandhlwana — seven companies of the 2 /24th, a 
squadron of horse, and four gum under Colonel Harness 
—set out up the plain, accompanied by the General in 
person. Before leaving he sent orders to Dumford to 
move his troops at once to the camp, where they would 
compensate to some extent for the loss of the force now 
leaving it. Colonel Puiidnc was left in command of the 
camp with orders to stay and protect it.* 

Chelmsford’s force reached DartneJl’s position soon 
after daybreak and found the mountains still cloaked in 
mist When it rose, no Zulu army was revealed. Though 
many camp fires had been burning in the night on the 
opposite ridge, only one or two outposts were now 
to be seen. The impi , if such it was, had completely 
disappeared. But it was supposed that it had withdrawn 
behind the outposts, and presently a body of Zulus was 
seen advancing to take possession of an outstandhg spur 
of the ridge Chelmsford decided on a combined advance 
in the hope of surrounding thp whole Zulu position. The 
N.N.C. were ordered to make a frontal attack on the 
hill, with Dartneil and the colonial mounted troops on 
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their right, while farther north the guns under flames, 
the 3 /34th, and the mounted infantry threatened the Zulu 
right flank. The Zuhra making for the spur fell back 
before this advance. Other small bodies were en- 
countered and easily dispersed. It was believed that the 
impi sdD lay ahead, and the advance was continued 
towards laipcsd Hill some six miles distant At 9.30 a.m. 
Chelmsford and his staff halted for breakfast. 

Just at this time a hrief message arrived from Pulleine : 
' Report just come in that the Zulus are advancing in 
force from the left Stmt of the camp (8.5). 11 It was 
puzzling news, since the area to the left, U. to the north 
of Isandhlwana, was thought to be empty of Zulus. So 
Chelmsford sent Lieutenant Milne* to the top of- a 
neighbouring hill from which the camp could be seen ten 
miles away. He stayed there over an hour looking at the 
camp through ‘ a very powerful telescope.’ He reported 
' nothing unusual, ’ * no sign of an enemy near Isandhl- 
wana. 11 Chelmsford concluded, therefore, that all was 
well ; but, before continuing his advance, he ordered 
one battalion of the N.N.C. under Commandant Browne 
to return to the camp and make sure on the way that no 
scattered parties of Zulus were threatening his line of 
communication with it 3 At that moment, though 
Chelmsford co aid not know it, the lost chance of saving 
the situation passed away. If, instead of those few N.N.C., 
the whole of the mounted troops and the guns had been 
sent hack to Isandhlwana at full speed, they would have 
been just in time. 

As the morning drew on, since the advancing troops 
were unable to come to grips with the Zulus who con- 
tinued to withdraw before them, Chelmsford decided to 
halt the forward movement. His plan, it will be remem- 
bered, was to advance stage by stage along the track 
towards Ulundi, pushing the Zulus in front of him, and 
* Afterwards Admiral Sir Berkety Milne, Bt. 
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protecting his flanks from encirclement, He was con- 
vinced that there were no substantial Zulu forces in his 
rear, and he was confronted by what seemed to be the 
main impi from Ultmdi, He decided therefore to con- 
centrate His whole column at a new forward camp. 
Having selected a site for it at the head of the Mangeni 
valley, he ordered the troops engaged that day to with- 
draw tc it, and at the same trine dispatched Captain 
Gardiner to the old camp with orders for Pulieine to strike 
the tents and load up the baggage of all the troops that 
had so far marched out eastwards and to send them on to 
the new camp that very afternoon together with rations 
and forage for seven days.* 1 Presumably Chelmsford 
intended that this force, together with has own head- 
quarters, should follow the main body of the column in 
due course, only such a' detachment being left behind as 
might be necessary to safeguard communication with 
Rorke’s Drift. 

At midday Chelmsford was at the site he had chosen. 
I sandhi wana could be seen from a hill beside it, and, 
looking through their field-glasses, staff officers observed 
some large bodies of Zulus not far from the camp. 1 But 
Chelmsford was not at al- alarmed. He was quite 
confident that Pullrine’s troops, presumably reinforced by 
now by Dumford’s — a total strength of over 1700 men, 
half of them British, with guns and rockets, posted on 
ground he thought well-suited for defence — could beat 
off any such Zulu forces as could possibly have gathered in 

* The note conveying those orders was lost in the battle. The 
gist of it was reported by Cipt Gardiner from memory in a statement 
dated, Jan. s 6 , in which he added to the orders quoted in the tat 
an order tellin g Pulieine to 1 remain himself at his present camp and 
entrench it. 1 * This additional order was not mentioned in the 
evidence given by Gardiner at the Court of Inquiry on Jan. 97 : 
and, in view of Chelmsford's conviction as to the position of the in^i, 
it was doubtful if the order was actually given. 

On the dangq of trusting to memory when a written message 
has been lost, tee p. 135 below. 
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ikat neighbourhood at that time. And, naturally enough, this 
confidence was not shaken when it presently appeared that 
some sort of attack, was actually afoot. About 12.15 p.m. 
some Zuln prisoners were brought in and questioned by 
Chelmsford’s interpreter. They said that a great impi 
was coming that day from Ulundi. If their enumeration 
of the regiments was correct, it was a large force, upwards 
of ao,ooo men. But there was nothing surprising or 
disturbing in that. A Zulu advance in full strength was 
to be expected. Such a concentration of his own forces 
as Chelmsford had just decided on was the way to meet 
it. But, while the prisoners were bring cross-examined, 
came the sound, distinct and unmistakable, of cannon-fire 
from the direction of Isandhlwana. ‘ Do you hear that ? 1 
ex claimed the Zulus. ‘ There is fighting going on at the 
camp.’ 1 About an hour lata, a mounted native came 
galoping down from a neighbouring ridge. He had seen 
the smoke of battle at the camp; he said. Chelmsford and 
his staff at once rode up the hill. Field-glasses were levelled 
again on Isandhlwana. It was a sunny day, and the bright 
trim rows of tents were plainly viable. Men were moving 
about among them. 1 Nothing odd in that. There was 
no sign of commotion, still less of fighting. How were the 
watchers to know that, actually within the last hour, a 
terrible disaster had occurred ? If a Zulu attack had been 
made on the camp— and that, it seemed, was what the 
firing must have meant— it had evidently been repulsed. 

Only those, few officers who happened to be 
nearer to Isandhlwana knew better. One of them, 
Captain Churca of the 2 /24th, related afterwards how he 
had been with the guns under Colonel Harness on their 
way to the new site when cannon-fire was heard from the 
vicinity of the old camp, some eight miles off, and, 
looking in that direction, they' ‘saw shells bunting against 
the hills to the left of it (Le. the plateau). We did not 
know what to make of this, and were puzzied how to act. 
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when about one o'clock a body of about 1000 natives 
suddenly appealed in the plain below and between us 
and the camp.' Church rode down to find out who they 
were, and was met by a galloping messenger. That body 
of natives, it appeared, was Browne’s battalion of the 
N.N.C. which Chelmsford had dispatched back towards 
IsandUwana earlier in the day. The horseman was 
bearing a message from Browne— a message as horrifying 
as it was utterly unexpected. * For God’s sake come back,’ 
it ran ; 'the camp is .surrounded.’ In the report he 
submitted later on, Browne said that he had received the 
order to return to Isandbfwana about io a.m. and that 
he had not gone far before a Zulu scout was caught who 
declared that an impi was about to attack the camp. He 
sent off a messenger to take this information to Chelms- 
ford. A mile or two farther, large bodies of Zulus could 
be seen in the neighbourhood of the camp. Another 
message was dispatched to that effect. Because Chelms- 
ford could not be found or for some other reason, neither 
of these two messages reached him. Browne, meantime, 
had come within foil view of Isandhlwana. Heavy 
fighting Vas going on around the camp. He saw one of 
the guns alter position and fire towards the front of the 
camp. Soon after that the guns ceased firing. It was 
impossible for Browne to go to the rescue with his N.N.C., 
even if it had uot been too late. His way was barred by 
a mass of Zulus who seemed to be manoeuvring to attack 
him. Despatching that desperate message, he began to 
retreat . 1 

Church spurred back with the news to Harness, whom 
he found in conversation with Chelmsford's senior AJJ.C., 
Major Gossett Harness at once decided to make at full 
speed for Isandhlwana ; but Gossett, who seems to have 
shared his chiefs sense of security to the foil, discouraged 
the idea. Harness, however, insisted, and Gossett rode 
OS' to Chelmsford with Harness’ report that he was going 
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to the rescue of the camp. Before long he was back again 
with instructions that Harness was to carry out his 
original orders and march to the new site. 1 This is one 
of the strangest incidents in the strange story of that day. 
Did Gossett give Chelmsford Harness’ message ? Was he 
told of Browne’s desperate appeal ? If so, the impregna- 
bility of the camp must have now become such an idle 
fixe in his mind that he disregarded it In any case the 
recall of Harness was of no practical impoitance. All was 
over at Isandhlwana long before he could have got his 
guns there. 

About a pm Chelmsford decided to return to his 
headquarters under the mount. An hour later, as he and 
his staff were riding slowly back towards Isandhlwana, 
two messages met them from the camp, reporting 
that, since fighting had begun on the left of the camp, 
the order to shift part erf it could not yet be carried 
out. These messages were addressed to staff officers and 
were apparently not passed on at once to Chelmsford. 1 * 
If they had been, it may be taken for granted that they 
would have caused him no more serious uneasiness than 
they caused Ins staff. After all, the messengers could not 
have left the camp much later than midday— in fan they 
had lost some time in trying to find the General— and 
had they not, all of them, looked at the camp themselves 
about 1.15 p.m. and seen no sign of trouble ? Was this 
not just another intimation that an attack had indeed 
been made between noon and one p.m., and had, if they 
could trust their eyesight, been repulsed ? The little party 
rode on at a leisurely pace. ' The horses had had a hard 
day’s work,’ said one of their ‘riders afterwards. At 3.30 
p.m. the camp was still some five miles off. Then, sud- 

* Speaking in the House of Lords (Septembers, 1880) Chelmsford 
said that only one memage from the camp wag received by him that 
day, i.e. the fiist message despatched by Pulleine about 8 a.m. 
(See p. 71 above). Hansard, Cclvi, 1031. 
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denly, the blow fell. A man was seen approaching on a 
stumbling pony. It was Lonsdale and he brought black 
news. The Zulus were in possession of the camp, 

Lonsdale, it appeared, had lost touch with his battalion 
of N.N.C., in pursuit of a mounted Zulu, and, finding 
himself atone, had ridden quietly back to IsandMwana 
to prepare for the return of his men to what, so far as 
he was aware, was still their base. He was hot and tired. 
He had no suspicion of danger, and he did not trouble to 
keep a sharp look-out. The tents could be seen some miles 
away, and moving spots of scarlet among them betrayed 
the presence of the ‘ redcoats. 1 As- he drew nearer, he 
was fired on by a Zulu sentinel. Even that did not open 
his eyes. He thought it was a careless native. He rode 
on, still half-asleep. He was actually within ter. yards of 
the tents when he became suddenly aware of the appalling, 
the incredible truth. Those red coats covered black 
bodies. There was no white man to be seen. A Zulu 
warrior stepped out from a tent close by. Wheeling his 
pony Lonsdale galloped off, the bullets whistling round 
him. He had escaped death by a hairsbreadth. If the 
Zulus had not been busy looting the camp, he could not 
have escaped at alL If they had cared, to pursue him, they 
most have caught him ; for his pony, out all day, was 
now near the end of its strength. As soon as he was out 
of range, he had to dismount and lead it. It took him 
more than an hour to cover the five miles to the point at 
which Chelmsford met him. 1 

There could be no mistaking the truth this time, and 
Chelmsford was dumbfounded. ‘ I can’t understand it,* 
he exclaimed : 1 1 left a thousand men there. 1 * But he 
kept his head and took immediate derisions. Riders were 
dispatched to countermand the concentration at the new 
camp and to order ail the troops and the guns to retire 
as fist as possible towards Isandhlwana. Chelmsford 
himself advanced with the N.N.C. strung out in line and 
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mounted infantry on qther flank, till he wps about 
three rules distant from the old camp. There, concealed 
from it by a ridge of ground, he halted to wait for Glyn 
and Harness and the rest to catch him up. Meantime he 
sent out patrols to get as dose a view of the camp as 
they could. The Zulus, they reported,- were swarming 
like bees about it, swarming, too, all along the plain and 
uponthehills. TTie sun was setting by the time the whole 
force had arrived and been formed up in order of advance 
—the guns in the centre, three companies of the 2/a4th 
on each side, the native troops on the flanks. At 6.30 pjn. 
the column, every man in it now aware that a shocking 
catastrophe had occurred, moved off into the gathering 
dusk. 


6 

What had happened that day at Isandhlwana? How had 
the Zulus managed to concentrate such an overwhelming 
force upon the camp ? 

Their advantage over the British forces in mobility has 
already been pointed out. They could move across any 
sort of terrain almost at horse speed. But they had another 
and even greater advantage— in 1 intelligence.’ Chelm*- 
ford knew nothing of Zulu movements beyond a radius of 
a very few miles. They could move in mass by night and 
hide by day in folds of the undulating countryside. Evas 
at close range large numbers could lie concealed in 
dongas and bangs or in long grass. British patrols ; 
unused to native warfare, could scarcely be blamed if 
they looked across a league of landscape which in fact 
contained thousands of Zulus and saw no sign of life in 
it. To the Zulus, on the other hand, whose fast-moving 
spies were scattered for and wide, every move the British 
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made was plain to see. It may be taken for granted that 
their commanders had early information of the triple 
invasion and the direction of each, column’s advance. 

Their strategic plan can be .inferred with reasonable 
certainty from what took place and from the subsequent 
statements of prisoners ir. British hands. 1 From the main 
base at Uiundi two subsidiary holding forces were 
dispatched to confront the Left and Right Columns. The 
major force, from 25,000 to 30,000 strong, moved straight 
towards the Central Column. Certainly they did not 
contemplate a defensive strategy. They had no artillery ; 
their firearms were relatively few and mostly antiquated 
flint-locks. Their strength was in the assegai and the 
traditional long-practised advance of the terrible Chest 
and Homs. When and where they came to grips with 
the Central Column would depend, of course, on circum- 
stances. They would try tc catch it at a disadvantage. 
But one part of their plan is clear. They intended to take 
up a position, undetected, on the column’s left flank. 
Thence, outnumbering it as they did by six or seven <0 
one, they might try to surround ‘it Or they could strike 
at its rear first, cutting its communications with Rorke’s 
Drift. Or, applying the same tactics on a wider scale, 
they could invade Natal. 

By the evening of January 20th, when the Central 
Column was settling down in its new camp at I sandhi , 
wana, the first stage of this Zulu plhn had been carried 
out. The minor Zulu forces lay some distance ahead of 
the Right and Left Columns. The main force, which had 
left Uiundi on the 17th with orders to march west by 
easy stages, nad arrived at Isipesi HilL They had seen 
some mounted white men away to their left that after- 
noon, evidently Chelmsford and his reconnoitring force. 
So, though Chelmsford had not seen them, he was right 
in thinking that the impi was probably somewhere in that 
neighbourhood at that time. But on the 21st the whole 
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strategic situation changed. The Zulu spies must hav e 
reported the arrival of Dartnell's troops at the head of 
the plain at dawn. Plainly that meant that the strength 
of the column at Isandhlwana had been to that extent 
reduced ; and in the course of the day, leaving Dartnell 
to do what he Jiked, the impi, regiment by regiment, 
stole off to take up quite a new position. ' Keeping 
away to the eastward/ as those Zulu prisoners explained, 
and so concealed by the high ground on that side 
of the plain, they made for the eastern flank of the 
Ngutus. When Chelmsford rode out northwards of the 
camp that afternoon, they must have been well on their 
way. Before sunset they had reached their objective, a 
rocky, bushy valley dose under the north-east slope of 
the Ngutus about five miles from Isandhlwana and, of 
course, completely hidden from it.* There they spent the 
night They made no noise. They lit no -fires, . . . 
Next morning their spies on the edge of the plateau 
brought good news. Not only had Dartnell's force 
remained some miles up the plain, but in the early 
hours half the remaining troops in the camp had 
marched out to join it, A message could reach the 
Zulus lacing Dartnell in an hour or so, and possibly they 
were told to retreat and try to draw the British after them 
farther and farther from the camp. * No doubt,* said 
Milne {the young staff-officer with the telescope) after the 
event, * the force we were after was a blind .’ 1 But, 
whether the Zulu withdrawal at the southern end of the 
plain was deliberate or not, the tactical result of Chelms- 
ford's advance thither with Glyn’s troops was evident 
enough to the Zulu watchers on the crest at its northern 
end. * You gave us the battle/ said an isduta afterwards, 
1 by splitting up into small parties / 1 
That day, however, the Zulus did not intend to attack 
the camp. It was the day of the new moon, a . 4 dark ’ 
* Local tradition puts the valley near what is now Gad worth Farm, 
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unlucky day, 1 The assault was to be made at dawn or 
earlier next morning. Outposts would be stationed on 
the higher grourd. A detachment might move across 
the plateau south-westwards so as to threaten the rear 
of the camp and its communicatiors with Rorie’a Drift. 
The rest of the host would lie waiting for the morrow in 
their secluded valley: 


7 

It was not tSl about 8 a.m. on the 22nd that Pulldne 
became aware of the presence of Zulus to the northward 
of his camp. A picket of the N.N.C., returning from night 
dutyon the spur, reported that a body of Zulus was moving 
across the plateau from the direction of the Ngutus.* 
Thereupon Pulleme sent off a message to Chelmsford,* 
held bade the relief picket of the Nis.C. and called the 
rest 'of his troops to arms. Falling in before their tents, 
they were marched to a position covering the north-east 
comer of the camp. But no attack developed, and 
presently the troops were withdrawn to the ground in 
front of the tents and stood at ease. 1 About 9 a.m. Zulus 
were seen on the edge of the plateau ; but they presently 
disappeared, and those seen an hour earlier were now said 
to be withdrawing. 4 All was quiet The tmops remained 
at ease in their position. Nothing happened till about 10 
a^n., when a runner from the N.N.C. picket which had 
resumed its station on the spur, reported Zulus again on 
the plateau There were more of them this time, and 
they were moving westwards. 6 A little later Dumiord 
arrived at the head of his force. 

The orders dispatched from Isandhlwana early that 
morning and signed ‘ J. N. C.’ had readied Durnford at 
* See p. 71 above. 
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Rorkc’s Drift about 6 a.m. ‘ 22nd, Wednesday, 2 a,Qi. 
You ace to march to this camp at obu* with all the force 
you have with you of No. 2 Column. ... 2 /24th, Artillery 
apd mounted men with the General and Colonel Glyu 
move off at once to attack a Zulu force about ten miles 
distant’ 1 By 7.30 a.ra. Durnford’s Jittle force was on the 
road to Isamdhlwana. It consisted of some 300 Basuto 
horse, a rocket battery, commanded by Captain Russell, 
and two companies of die N.N.C. under Captains Nourse 
and Stafford, In the jrear came the slow-moving ox- 
wagons. Nobody was seen till about ten, when, as the 
horsemen were breasting the slope to the col, they met 
Lieutenant Chard, R.E., who was stationed at Rorkp’s 
Drift and on his way back there from the camp. Zulus, 
he said, were visible on the plateau ; and some of them 
were moving so far to the west that he was afraid they 
might make a dash for the Drift Dnmferd asked Chard, 
as he rode down, to toll the officer commanding the rocket- 
battery to hurry on, to put an extra guard on the wagons, 
and to bid the whole column to keep a sharp look-out 
on its left. When (he Basutos reached the top of the col, 
the rocket battery and the two companies of the N.N.C. 
werp close on their heels, but the wagons were not much 
more than half-way from the Drill. So Duruford 
dispatched a troop of Basutos to strengthen their small 
escort of native’foot* 

On arrival at the camp Durnford, since he was senior 
to Pulkme, took over the command from him, and with 
the command, of course, the General’s order to defend 
the camp . ] His first concern was Chard’s report of Zulus 
on the plateau. No further information had come in 
from the spur due north of the camp ; so he ordered 
some natives to climb the mount and send down word 
of what could be seen from the top. Then the two 

* Original italics. 

f See Note A, p. 135 below. 

2 .B.P. P 
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officers repaired to PuUeine’s tent for A quick early 
lunch. In the course of the meal a series of reports came 
in from the outposts on the spur. ‘ The enemy are in 
force behind the hills to the left. . , 1 The enemy are 
in three columns. . . .* 1 The columns are separating, 
one moving to the left rear and one towards the 
General. . . The last message came from the top of the 
mount ' The enemy are retreating in all directions.” 1 
Were these large forces or no more than strong patrols 
or forage parties ? Dumford decided to go out and ’ follow 
them up,’ and in particular to head off that body of them 
which was said to be moving ‘ towards the General ’ and 
prevent it from linking up with the impi which everyone 
at the camp believed to be confronting Chelmsford at the 
other end of the plain. Since the Zulus might be in some 
strength, he proposed to take out the whole of his own 
force ; but, apart from the gunners of the rocket-battery, 
it was a purely native force, and to provide it with a 
stiffening of white troops, he asked Pulleine if he could 
spare him two companies of the 24th. It is a natural 
human tendency to dramatise the prelude to a disaster 
after it has occurred, and the most circumstantial rumours 
were afoot a few days later to the effect that Dumford 
and Pulleine had quarrelled on this question of the two 
companies. ‘ High words/ it was said, 1 were exchanged.’ 
There was not a grain of truth, in this. Lieutenant 
Cochrane, a member of Dumford's staff, was present 
during the conversation and afterwards reported it, as far 
as memory wouiLd serve, wrktim. ‘ The manner of the 
officers to one another was perfectly genial and courteous.’ 
Pulleine demurred to Dumford’s request for the com- 
panies in view of his orders to defend die camp. ‘ But the 
Zulus are retiring/ said Dumford. ‘ Very well/ replied 
Pulleine ; * if you order it. I’ll give you them.’ But 
Dumford refused to take the high hand. He gave in. IJe 
would go without the white men ; but, if he got fcato 
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difficulties he would count on Pulleine to hplp Mm 
out. 1 

Dumford’s first move was to dispatch two troops of 
Basutos, each about 50 strong, to climb the plateau at the 
nearest point and scout along it to the cast The rocket- 
■battery and the two companies of the N.N.C. having 
now arrived, he ordered them to support his advance. 
Then he himself led out the rest of his Basutos eastward 
across the oiain, passing to the south of the conical kopjt. 
Between eleven o’clock and noon these operations were 
being carried out as planned. The Basutos climbed the 
plateau and spread out over it. No Zulus were seen at 
first, only a herd of cattle. The Basutos rode on to 
round it up. Presently they came to the brink of a 
valley, and saw, about a mile off, what they had never 
dreamed of seeing. Thousands of Zulus were gathered 
there. Most of them were sitting on the ground, takin g 
their ease. One body was moving westwards, probably 
taking up position to encircle the north Hank of die camp 
at the appointed time. But the sudden sight of the 
Basutos trespassing so near at hand precipitated the mass 
attack that was to have been withheld till after midnight. 
The Zulus sprang to their feet. Shots were exchanged. 
The Basutos retreated. After them came a whole 
regiment of the impi ; and, catching, as it were, the 
infection of their advance, up and out across the plateau 
came another regiment and another. The battle of 
Isaadhlwana had begun. 1 . 

Dumfbrd, meanwhile, bearing, to the left across the 
plain, had got some four miles from the camp and had 
cantered forward in advance of bis Basutos when a 
vedette of the Natal Carabineers came galloping down 
from the plateau. There was a. huge Zulu impi beyond 
the crest, he said ; and, almost as he spoke, the 
first ranks of it were seen against the sky-line. No one 
who saw what followed and survived tjie day can ever 
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have forgotten it On and on they came, and more and 
more of them, till soon the whole green slope down to 
the plain was blackened out by one huge moving' screen 
of Zulus. 

The rocket-battery and the N.N.C. were the first to 
feel the weight of the attack. They had been left behind 
by Dumford’s mounted force, and tneir efforts to catch, 
up with it had been impeded by the rocky ground, lie 
mules had been unable to get across it with their loads, 
and the rocket-guns had been shifted to the shoulders of 
some twenty-five men of the N.N.C . 1 They were still 
abont two miles behind Dumford, and somewhat nearer 
than he was 4 o the slope, when a carabineer galloped 
up with the news that the Basotos who had been sent out 
to patrol the plateau were in action beyond some rising 
ground on their left front. Russell at once rode up the 
rise and saw, not Car away, the impi descending from 
the plateau. Racing back, he ordered the rocket-guns 
into ‘ action front ’ ; but at that moment a body of 
Zulus, who, with their usual capacity for concealment, 
had been lurking in a cleft, near by, charged down on the 
battery's left flank. And then, when only one rocket had 
been fired, ‘the Zulus,’ said a private who survived, 

‘ came over the hill in masses.* The ranis stampeded. 
Most of the N.N.C. fled.* Russell was shot But Nourse 
held on. He had only four men left out of 120 when 
Dumford came to his rescue . 1 

At the first sight of the oncoming host Dumford 
galloped back to his Basutos, and, throwing them out in 
skirmishing line, he steadily retreated, halting from time 
to time to turn and fire on the advancing Zulus. Those 
who were attacking the rocket battery made no attempt 

* ‘ I observed tint a great many of them,’ Private Johnson 
recorded aftervyanb, * were unable to extract the empty cartridge- 
cases after Bring, and offered to do so lor some of them, but they 
would not give me their rifles.’ 
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to intercept him. They seem to have halted 05 with- 
drawn, so that the survivors of the battery, whose fate 
had hitherto been concealed from Dumford by the rising 
ground, ware saved. It was impossible to salvage the 
rocket-guns and ammunition— the main Zulu advance 
was now too near— and Dumford had to continue his 
slow retreat until he reached the big drnga running 
parallel with the ''front of the camp and about a 
mile distant from its right flank. There he was rein- 
forced by thirty or forty ■Colonial Hone. It was a 
strong position. The bank of the dorga offered shelter 
to men firing over its lip. He decided to make a stand 
there. 

It was now about 12.15 p.ra. What had happened in 
the last half-hour at the camp ? 

When Dumford set off down across the plain, Pulleme, 
it seems, had been infected by his suspicion that there 
might be Zulus in some strength to the northward. At 
any rate he did something to meet a possible threat to 
the left flank of the camp. He sent out one company of 
the 1 /24th about 1200 yards to the spur leading 
up to the plateau. That seemed enough ; the rest 
of the troops were dismissed and returned to the camp 
where they enjoyed the quiet of a sunny morning. Noth- 
ing disturbing happened for an hour or so. The cooks 
were busy preparing the midday meal. How little danger 
was suspected and hoiw suddenly it came may be shown 
by one personal experience. Captain Essex of the 24th, 
one of the few survivors, wrote three days later as follows. 

‘ Wishing to write some letters and thinking everything 
was now quiet, I went to my tent and was soon busy with 
my papers. About noon a sergeant came into my tent 
and told me that firing was to be heard behind the hOi 
where the company of the i/24th had been sent. I had 
my glasses over my dioulder and thought I might as well 
take my revolver, but did not trouble to put on my sword. 
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as I thought nothing of the matter and expected to be 
back in half an hour to complete my letters . 1 1 

Just at the time at which that firing was heard— it must 
have been the beginning of the Basutos 1 skirmish on 
the plateau— two horsemen galloped up from opposite 
directions. One was Captain G. Shcpstone, whohad been 
with the Basutos on the plateau, to report that the Zulus 
were coining in great force. The other was Captain 
Gardiner with those orders from the General that the 
tents and baggage of all the troops out in the field with 
him should be sent on forthwith. It was an order, 
Gardiner pointed out at once, which in the circumstances 
could not be obeyed. Pullesne agreed and sent a horse- 
man back to Chelmsford with a terse message addressed 
' Staff Officer.’ ‘ Heavy firing to the left of our camp. 
Cannot move camp at present . 1 M Then Pulleine 
sounded the * fall in 1 and the men came tumbling oat 
of the tents, some of them only half-dressed. A second 
company of the i /34th was ordered out to the spur to 
the north, and then a third.* 

The Zulu attack now developed with terrible rapidity. 
The impi came streaming down the slopes from the 
plateau along its whole length : and, as they advanced into 
the plain, the famous formation took shape. The Chest 
confiunted the left centre of the camp. The Right Horn 
faced the camp's left flank and threatened to swing round 
the rear of Isandhlwana mount The Left Horn was 
attacking Dumford’s donga and threatened to swing round 
towards Stony Hiti and the col. It was reckoned after- 
wards that more than 20,000 took part in the assault. 
‘ The plain , 1 said a survivor, * was black with Zulus . 1 4 

* A little later, Gardiner dispatched a message to Major Qery, 
on Chelmsford** staff. * Heavy firing near left of camp. S heps tone 
has come in for reinforcements and reports that Zulus are falling 
'back. The whole force at amp turned out and fighting about one 
mile to left flank.* 1 For the delivery of the two messages see p. 75 
above, 
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From front to rear the advancing host was at least a ijjile 
deep. Yet for all its unwieldy size, it moved with astonish- 
ing steadiness and precision. Silently, line on line, two 
or three yards between each man, it swept forward as 
smoothly as the incoming tide sweeps over the sand. 

Duroford’s little force had been the first to bear the 
foil brun t of it ; but the shelter of the donga enabled him 
to check it. * All we could see were the helmets,' said one 
of the attacking Zulus afterwards . 1 There is also on record 
a description of DumfonPs conduct at this stage by a 
devoted Basuto who had been with him at Bushman’s 
River Pass, ' The Colonel rode up and down our line 
continually, encouraging us all— talking and laughing 
with us. “ Fire, my boys ! Well done, my boys ! " be 
cried. Some of us did not like his exposing himself so 
much and wanted him to. keep behind, but he laughed at 
■us and said, '* All right Nonsense . ...” 1 Hie rifle Are 
was effective. The onrush was checked. Out in front of 
the donga dead Zulus lay thick. So heavy was the loss 
that presently, and before it had got near enough for 
flinging assegais, the frontal advance was halted and the 
Zulus lay down in the grass and waited, while, in accord- 
ance with die traditional tactics, the Left Horn continued 
its encircling movement. This could not be observed from 
the donga, but in any case Dumford was now forced to 
retire for the ample reason that his ammunition was 
becoming exhausted. More than once .he had sent back 
to the camp for more, but none had come. As he with- 
drew, he was met by Essex, the letter-writer, who told 
him of the threat to his right and rear. Dumford must 
at once have realised its gravity. If the Zulus got round 
to the col, the only line of retreat for the whole force 
would be cut off. Most of his native troops seem now 
or a little later to have lost heart and slipped away, but, 
rallying his Colonial Horse and joined by a few more of 
them who had lost their bearings, Dumford withdrew to 



88 ZULU BATTLE PIECE 

a position on the slope leading up -to the cal, determined 
to defend it to the last 1 


8 

Meanwhile the main batde for the camp was bong 
fought and lost 

Under pressure from the Right Hon and its encircling 
movement, the three companies of the I /34th fell steadily 
back till they stood on a line running roughly east pnd 
west a few hundred yards from the left flank of the camp. 
Fulleke had hastily deployed the rest of his force to 
protect its front The formation, naturally corresponding 
with the lay-out of the camp, was more or less rectangular.- 
On the right of those three companies the line bent 
sharply southwards. In front of the comer Md a little 
below it were Lonsdale's NJNf.C. who had been posted, 
earlier on, along a smaS donga which branched at right 
angles from the big donga in the plain. 1 At the northern 
end of the line running south were the two guns which 
Chdmsford had not taken with him up the plain. When 
they first opened fire in the direction of the plateau, they 
were behind and a little above the N.N.C. A mistimed 
shell was seen to burst almost over their heads. 3 Next the 
guns wpre the other two companies of the i/2|th ; and 
somewhere near them those few Colonial Hone who had 
not ridden out with Chelmsford. Farther southward was 
the position to which Dumford was -retiring on the slope 
up to the cd ; and on that slope or near jt stood die 
one remaining company of the 2 /24th. 1 

It was not a bad defensive position. Except on the 
extreme left, the lie of the land was not unfaypurable : 
the Zulus had to climb a slope. Boulders and smaller 
rocks provided a certain amount of cover. But there 
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was one serious weakness. The line stretched at least 
3000 yards, and there were only 1700 men— only "800 
white men— to hold It. Nor was it an unbroken line. 
There were gaps of 200 yards or more between most 
sections of it The gap to the north of Dumford’s line of 
retreat was as much as 1000 yards. 1 If the troops bad 
stood shoulder to shoulder— and that, as Chelmsford 
afterwards asserted,* is what they would have done if only 
they had stayed within the camp— their resistance might 
have been prolonged. 1 

Two other weaknesses — they proved disastrous— had 
nothing to do with the deployment of the white troops or 
the nature of the ground. First, the supply of ammunition 
was not organised. It did not matter so much that the 
line of battle was a few hundred yards away from the 
camp. Runners could have been posted to carry the 
precious cartridges when and where they were needed. 
But, since no heavy attack had been expected, this vital 
provision had been totally neglected. Many of the 
ammunition-boxes were still in the wagons or die mule- 
packs. From the boxes that had been unloaded the tight- 
screwed lids had not been taken off.* For the second 
weakness nobody was to blame. The comer of the 
rectangle wa s, of course, the most dangerous point of the 
defence ; and by pure mischance it was precisely at that 
comer that, as the lines drew back, the N.N.C. fell into 
place. Save for the gallant Basutos out in the plain with 
Dumford, they were the only native section of the force. 
Most, if not all, ef them had had Mi «peri«Lce. of battle *, 
and they were mostly Zulus of ajort, Zulus who, though 
willing enough to take the field against their kinsfolk on 
the white man’s side, had listened time and again to the 
story of what Chaka’s and Dingaan’s terrible warriors 
had done. 

As the Zulu wave came surging forward, it was met 
with the same steady fire as at Dumford’s donga. The 
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Zulus were now meeting for the first time the volley-firing 
of British regulars. It made an unforgettable impression 
on them. It was ‘ terrible,’ said a warrior who faced it 
Terrifying also Was the fire of the two guns, but only for 
a time. For the sharp-sighted Zulus ’learned quickly to 
observe the gunners 4 standing clear 1 immediately before 
a gun was fired and promptly flung themselves to the 
ground, 4 Only wind,’ they shouted, as the shot whistled 
overhead and they sprang to their feet again. Thus, as a 
chiefs son, captured later, put it, 4 the cannon did not 
do much damage. It only killed four men in our regiment: 
the shot went over us.’ 1 

For fifteen minutes or so the Zulu wave was held back 
by the volley-fire,* Then, strengthened by other regiments 
from the rear, it rolled slowly on, till at last its foremost 
warriors came near enough to the N.N.C., who were a 
little in advance of the rest of the defence, to fling their 
assegais. Sixty yards more and they were ready to make 
their final charge. Up to that moment they had moved 
in utter silence. But now from end to end of ther' long 
front and from the ranks behind it, there rose a hoarse, 
ferocious, exultant cry like the roar of savage animals 
pouncing on their prey. At that dreadful sound the native 
levies blenched and fled. After them sprang the Zulus. 
In a moment they were through the yawning gap left 
open by the fugitives ; and, since it lay at the corner of 
their rectangular position, the troops .on either side of it 
were instantly outflanked. 1 

4 The five companies [of the i /24th] were then together,’ 
wrote one of their officers afterwards, 4 firing volley after 
volley into dense masses of Zulus at only 150 yards range. 
The men were laughing and chatting and thought they 

* There is a Zulu tradition that the fmrt lines wavered and might 
even have retreated if they had not been rallied by a warrior wt&o 
cried out with a great voice that Getewayo had not ordered them to 
run away. (H. G. Lugg). 
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were giving the blacks an awful hammering, when 
suddenly the enemy came down in irresistible numbers 
from the rear. The left and right flanks came in with a 
rush, and in a few minutes all was over.’ 1 A steady 
orderly retreat was utterly impossible. The ranks had 
been broken. White men and black men were entangled 
together. In a few minutes a confused fighting mob was 
surging back into the camp and eddying round the tenta. 
Most of the natives bolted for the col. But there was no 
panic, no same qtd peut t among the white troops- All the 
Zulus who were in the battle and .spoke of it afterwards 
paid tribute to their bravery. * Some Zulus threw assegais 
at them,' one warrior recorded, ‘ others shot at them ; 
but they did not get close— they avoided the bayonet ; 
for any man who went up to stab a soldier was fixed 
through the throat or stomach and at once fell. Occasion- 
ally when a soldier was engaged with a Zulu in front 
another Zulu killed him from behind.’ 1 So the men of 
the 24th and the dismounted Colonial Horse, singly or in 
little groups, fought on. Some of them dived under 
wagons and fired from that poor cover. A quarter- 
master was stabbed as he was trying to unscrew an 
ammunition-box on the back of one of the mules that 
were galloping, mad with fright, among the combatants.’ 
Many brave deeds, no doubt, were done of which no 
record has survived ; but one heroic incident was 
afterwards described by a British, and, more fully, by a 
Zulu witness of it. ' He was a very tall man, 1 said the 
latter, ‘ and as we were rushing over the camp, he jumped 
on to an empty wagon with a gun and kept firing away, 
first on one side and then on another, so that qo one got 
near him. We all saw him and watched him, lor he was 
high up on the wagon, and we all said what a brave man 
that was. AR those who tried to stab him were knocked 
over at once or bayoneted. He kept his ground for a very 
long time. Then someone shot him.’ 1 
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To fighting at such close quarters and against such 
overwhelming odds there could only be one end. Before 
long the Zulus had cleared the space between the tents 
in the northern part of the camp, and, rushing on to 
Chelmsford’s headquarters, hauled down the dag that 
'flew there and tore it to pieces. Meantime the surviving 
troops were trying to fight their way towards the col. To 
judge by the bodies and empty cartridges afterwards found 
there, Captain Younghuaband and some sixty men of 
the i /24-th fell back right up to the foot of the mountain, 
and there, on a rocky terrace, overlooking the col, 
they fought on till their ammunition was exhausted. Of 
the rest some thirty succeeded in reaching the dope up 
to the eel. A brave attempt was made to save the two 
guns. They were nearly lost on the first break-through. 
1 1 saw one gunner stabbed,’ reported a subaltern after- 
wards, ' as he was mounting on to an axle-tree box.’ 
But the survivors raanaged^to get them away, and, 
obstructed though they were by the rough rocky ground, 
to drive them up to the camp and through the rrdttt 
within it. Almost all the gunners were now dead ; but 
the hones were still alive and the guns actually reached 
the col, and, with fugitives clinging on to them like flies, 
were driven down the farther dope till they reached £ 
gully that was quite impassable by any thing on wheels. 
There they stuck. The drivers were tom from the horses 
and killed. 1 

Meantime, on the slope below the col, Dumford was 
making his last stand. When threatened on his right as 
well as attacked in front, he had retired, as has been seen, 
as fast as possible in the hope of being able to keep open 
the one gateway of escape. But before he reached the 
crest of the col the tip of the Left Horn had swept up to 
Stony Hill, while the tip of the Right Horn had sped 
along behind the mount and was climbing the col 
from the rear. Dumford was thus almost completely sur- 
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rounded. He can have had no hope; He had wjth him 
fifteen survivors of the Colonial Horse who, being 
mounted, could have made a bolt for safety but chose to 
abandon their horses and sell their Hves at Dumford’s 
side. There were also those thirty odd survivors of the 
i /24th. And close by— it is uncertain whether it actually 
joined up with Dumford’s party— was the company of 
the a /24th. Grouped in a rough square, the little band 
held the encircling Zulus for a time at bay ; but at last 
they were forced to yield their ground, step by step, till 
those that remained alive were standing back to back. 
When their ammunition was used up, the remnant fought 
on with their swords and bayonets dll all of them were 
killed. 1 * 

It was now about 1.30 p.ra. — only an hour and a half 
since the impi had begun to descend from the plateau. 
Below the great rampart of Isandhlwana the tents still 
stood in order and the wagons in their place. But of all 
the force which had moved about the camp, so free of 
care, that morning, not a man remained alive there. The 
few who had succeeded in breaking through the Zulus 
on the col were in headlong flight towards the frontier 
of Natal. 

* * A Zulu narrative of the battle describes this last stand. 

' When we doted in, we came to a mixed party of mounted and 
infantr y men who had evidently been stopped by the end of our 
Horn. They numbered 'about a hundred. They made a desperate 
resistance, some firing with pistols and others using rvrordi. I 
repeatedly heard the word "fire” given by someone. ?ut we 
proved too many for them and killed than all where they stood. 
When all was over I had a look at these men, and I saw an officer 
with his arm in a sling and with a big moustache, surrounded by 
car&hineen, soldiers and other men that I didn’t know." 
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Many native fugitives had got away before the Zulus 
swept right through the camp. That anyone escaped after 
that was due to the fact that the Zulus had not completely 
occupied the coi One regiment was descending on it from 
the B^ope of Stony Hill ; another, which had been sent 
round the back of the mount, was climbing up to it from 
the farther side. Thus a narrow gap was left— -perhaps 
for a f ew minutes only— and through it dashed the leaders 
of the rout, with a mob of mingled black men and white, 
of horse and foot, behind them. As the Zulus closed in, 
several others succeeded in cutting their way through. 
But the easy road to safety was barred. The Zulus were 
astride the track below. The only chance was to make 
straight across the open country to the Buffalo ; and 
down the rough stony slope the fugitives plunged. The 
Zulus were after them from the first, miiing with the 
crowd, stabbing the helpless foot-soldiers as they ran, 
keeping abreast of the hones, clutching hold of riders 
and dragging them from the saddle. One survivor told 
how ‘ a Zulu with a red feather ’ had seized his bridle. 
‘ I tried to stab him with the bayonet, but he got hold 
of the rifle and pulled it out of my hands as if I had 
been a child.* 1 

About haif a mile from the col a deep steep-sided gufly 
cut straight athwart the line of flight It was here that 
the guns were trapped. Fugitives on foot could scramble 
down one side and up the other 5 but it seemed after- 
wards hardly credible that several hones managed to 
get across. Brickhill, PuCeine’s interpreter, who was one 
of the survivors, saw a ‘ Colorial ’ mounted on a ‘ noble 
grey ’ attempt to jump right over it. The horse fell far 
short of the farther bank and crashed with his rider to 
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death below 1 . , . . The scene at the gully is also described 
in a letter by Lieutenant Smith-Dorrien* to his father.* 
As they broke away from the camp, he wrote, they all 
made for the place' where the Zulus seemed thinnest 
'Everybody went pell-mell over grou-id covered with 
huge boulders and rocks until we got to a deep spruit or 
gully. How the horses got over I have no idea. I was 
riding a broken-kneed old crock which did not belong to 
me and which 1 expected to go on its head every minute. 
We had to go bang through them at the spruit. Lots of our 
men were killed there. I had lots of marvellous escapes, 
and was firing at them with my revolver as I galloped 
along.’ Beyond the gully the ground was less open, 
covered with scrub, and cleft with ravines running down 
to the river. At times, says Smith-Dorrien, it was ‘ so 
broken that the Zulus went as fast as the hones and kept 
killing all the way.’ At one point the fugitives found 
themselves on the edge of a steep precipice and had to 
dismount and lead their horses in single file. At another 
they were stumbling through a grass-covered bog. . . , 

Between the gully and the river Brickhill caught up 
with Lieutenants Melville and Coghill who had charged 
themselves with saving the colours of the 24th. ‘ Mr. 
Brickhill/ Melville coolly asked, * have you seen anything 
of my sword back there . . .?’ Another incident is 
reported by a Natal Carabineer. 1 As we were riding for 
our lives and the Zulus pursuing us, a trooper, namwi 
Kelly, staggered in his saddle, evidently bit by an assegai 
I stopped my horse to see what was the matter, and tried 
to support him hut couldn’t, and had to lift him off on 
to the ground. At that moment Dr. Shepherd f came 
galloping past. I called out to him and he dismounted 
to examine poor Kelly. After carefully examining him, 

* Afterwards General Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien. 

t Surgeon-Mqcr Peter Shepherd, M.B., Army Medical Depart- 
ment. 
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he said, “ Poor fellow, too late, too late ! ” I had just 
mounted my hone and Dr. Shepherd was in the act of 
putting his foot in his stirrup when he was struck fatally 
by an assegai. 11 

At last they reached tie Buffalo. Once across it, it was 
only twelve miles more, and better going, to Hdpmakaar 
and safety. But the river was in spate. Swirling 
along its rocky bed, some 40 yards broad, it was quite 
unfordable, and its banks were very steep, in some places 
almost vertical. It was a disastrous check. The leading 
fugitives bad begun to outdistance the pursuit, but now 
the exultant Zulus caught up with them, and many died 
who would have lived if the river had not held than back. 
Only some thirty white men got across, and for some of 
them it was almost a miracle. * We came to a kind of 
precipice,’ wrote Smith-Dorrien, 'down to the River 
Buffalo. I jumoed off and led my horse down. There 
was a poor fellow of the mounted infantry, a private, shot 
through the arm, who said as I passed Urn that if I would 
bind up his am and stop the bleeding he would be all 
right. I accordingly took out my handkerchief and tied 

up his arm. Just as I had done it, Major of the ' 

Artillery came down by me wounded, saying, “ For God's 
sake get on, man ; the Zulus are on top of us." I had 
done aR I could for the wounded man and so turned to 
jump on my horse. Just as I was doing so, the horse 
went with a bound to the bottom of the precipice, being 
struck with an assegai I gave up all hope, as the Zulus 
were all round me, finishing off the wounded, the man I 

had helped and Major among the number, However, 

with toe strong hope that everybody dings to that some 
accident would turn up, I rushed off on foot and plunged 
into the river, which was little better than a roaring torrent 
I was bang carried down the stream at a tremendous 
pace when a loose horse came by me and I got hold of 
his tail and he. landed me safely on the other bank- ’ 


Plate 5. Looking NJfJZ.ftom high up on A. slob* of Isatdh- 
koana. Ridgt in middU distance, sloping up to Plateau. 
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Brickhill also got ever. The river, he says, 1 was rolling 
high, and there was no time for choosing a crossing place. 
My horse plunged in, swimming at once; ... I clutched 
his mane and guided the rein with great caie : yet Tour 
times I thought all was lost. Not ten yards below there 
was a waterfall in the pool of which three riderless torses 
were swirling round and round.’ As he climbed the 
farther bank,. Jfcickhill was £ red On by Zulus from the 
other ride. ' I saw a white nan and a native fall off their 
norses here.’ 1 

What happened to Melville and Coghill was learned 
from two or three sorvivois who got glimpses of them in 
or near the river.* They reached the river together and 
plunged straight into it Mtiville, * encumbered by the 
colour, which is an awkward th’ng to carry even on foot,’ 
found it difficult to keep bis seat the saddle, and about 
half-way across he was swept away tom his horse down- 
stream, still clutching the colour. A little way down he 
bumped into a jutting reck tc which a lieutenant of 
the N.N.C. who had also lost his hone was clinging. He 
too clung on and the lieutenant helped him to hold the 
colour. But the strength of the current soon swept both 
cr them away downstream again. G^ghiu, meantime had 
safely gained the farther bank. Looking back for Melville 
arid seeing him struggling with th$ colour in the river, 
he instantly plunged back into the stream. Almost at once 
his horse was shot dead, for the Zulus had now reached 
the river and were firing on the fugitives as they swam 
or climbed up the othe r ride. So Coghill was swirled 
away in Melville’s wake till they were both thrown up, 
not far apart, on the farther bank. The torrent had Anally 
tom the colour from Mdville’s grasp, It was afterwards 
found stranded lower downstream. 

Melville was quite exhausted. Qpg hill had not been 
weighed down by the colour, but had hurt his knee so 
badly that he could scarcely walk unaided. They 

Plate 6. The slope from the Plateau toofmg E, from 
the foot <jf Isandhliam. No trees in 1&79. 
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managed to Etruggle some hundred yards up the steep 
hill, covered with rocks and thick bushes, that rose from 
the river bank ; but they could get no further. They 
were last seen sitting down, revolver in hand, waiting 
for the Zulus who had crossed the stream. Their 
bodies were found there with several dead Zulus beside 
them.* 

The end of the story could not be better told than 
Smith-Dorrien tells it in that melodramatic, yet wholly 
unaffected, letter to his father. After losing his horse, he 
ran on ‘ up a tremendous hill with my wet clothes and 
boots full of water. About 20 Zulus got over the water 
and followed us up the hill, but I am thankful to say they 
had not their firearms. ... I was the only white man to 
be seen until I came to one who had been kicked by his 
horse and could not mount I put him on his horse, and 
lent him my knife. He said he would catch me a horse. 
Directly he was up, he went clean away,, A few Zulus 
followed us for about three miles across the river, f but 
they had no guns, and I had a revolver, which I kept 
letting them know. . . . Well, to cut it short, I straggled 
into Helpmakaar , . , af nightfall, to find'a few men who 
had escaped, about 10 or 20, with others who had been 
entrenched in a wagon-laager. We sat up all night, 
momentarily expecting attack. ... We have not a single 
thing left The men have no coats or anything, all being 
taken by the Zulus. We shall have another dreadful 
night of it to-night, I expect, lying on. the wet ground. , . . 
Thank God I am alive and well, having a few bruises. 

•Melville and Gog hill wuuU have been recommended for the 
V.C. if they had survived [Ga&tk, May 2, 1879). It was post- 
humously awarded to them in 1907 {Gazitta, Jan. 15, 1907). They 
were buried side by side near where they fell. 

f The pursuit seems to have been called off. Some Zulu whines, 
who wen afterwords ashed whether, if they had captured Rorie's 
Drift, they would have invaded Natal, replied that ‘they would 
not have exceeded the King's orders, which were that they were to 
resist to the utmost in Zuhiland, but not to invade NataL’ 1 
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God bless you.’ So ends the young subaltern’s remarkable 
letter. It must have taken his father’s breath away. 


10 

It is time to return to Chelmsford and his column drawing 
near to Isandhlwana. 

Night was falling as they marched, and, when about 
two miles from the camp they halted, it was quite dark. 
But the black outline of the mountain and Stony Hill and 
the col between than could be clearly seen against the 
starry sky ; and on the col a few wagons were dimly 
visible. Some said they could see men moving about them. 
Others, more imaginative, thought they could faintly hear 
hoarse cries ana the rattle of assegais on shields. Were 
the wagons a Zulu barricade ? In any case Chelmsford 
decided to attack the col forthwith. In view of that day's 
catastrophe he had decided to retire the Central Column 
back across the frontier ; and over the col ran the only 
track to the Drift and the base at Helpmakaar, He 
ordered the guns to fire lour rounds of shrapnel at the 
wagons on the crest The sound of it broke the silence 
of the night, echoed against the mountain wall and round 
the hills about the plain, and, travelling on, was heard by 
Wood and his men sitting at their camp-fires twenty miles 
off. It died away and all was still again. Then the three 
companies of the 2 /24th on the left flank were sent on to 
take possession of Stony Hill at all costs, so as to command 
the col from above. They were to notify their capture of 
it by cheering. The rest of the force advanced a few 
hundred yards, then halted while another four rounds 
were fired at the col. Again no answer but the echo. Nor 
was there any sound or sign of movement when, a little 
later, the 2 /24th on the right were ordered to fire a 
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volley in the hope of tempting the Zulus to betray their 
position. As the men moved on again in the darkness 
they presently began to stumble over dead bodies scattered 
here and there in the grass : a little further on they were 
lying thick. As they started to climb the slope leading up 
to the col, they heard a ringing cheer from Stony Hill. 
Since there had been no noise, there could have been no 
resistance ; and, when they reached the crest, there was 
nobody behind the wagons. The whole site of the 
encampment, so full of life when they left it that morning, 
was deserted. They had been firing into the empty 
night’ 

It was now between 8 and 9 p.m. and Chelmsford 
decided to bivouac on the spot. So confident earlier in 
the day, be was now profoundly anxious. He could not 
gauge the full extent of the disaster, ’but the loss had 
obviously been heavy ; and the victorious Zulu army 
might still be close at hand. Weeks later it was known 
that, dismayed at the number of their best warriors killed 
in the battle— it was reckoned at about 3900 — they had 
retired that afternoon and dispersed to their kraals, 
taking the two cannon, some of the wagons, and all 
the ammunition and 'oot they could carry. But Chelms- 
ford could not know that. The silence might be a snare. 
The impi might be quietly wailing, somewhere in the 
darkness, to launch a sudden overwhelming attack. All- 
night long, said one who was near him, he was pacing 
up and down behind the front ranks, ' watching and 
encouraging the men not to lie down and sleep.' But 
there was still no sign of Zulus. Watchfira were burning 
here and there in the distance, and at one point, in the 
direction of Rorke’s Drift, the ominous glow of a bigger 
fire could be seen. 1 * 

There were one or two false alarms, but nothing serious 
had happened when, in the dusk before dawn, Chelmsford 
ordered the column to foil in and continue its retirement. 
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Such an early start was not unusual, but in this case it 
was said to have been doe to Chelmsford’s fear lest his 
men’s morale might be shaken by too dear a tight of the 
stricken field. As it was, their experience that night had 
been so gruesome, so macabre, as can rarely be equalled 
in all the annals of warfare. They had been on the march 
all day, and no reminders of the danger they were in 
could stop their lying down and trying to sleep. As it 
happened, the site of the bivouac was where the dead lay 
thickest On it or near it Durnford had made his last 
stand. Across it the mob of fugitives had fought to escape 
over the ccl. Many of the men, no doubt, fell asleep as 
soon as they lay down ; but those who could not deep 
found, as they moved thdr arms or turned from side to 
side, that they were touching the bodies of the dead, some 
of them thdr comrades of the morning. 1 

The journalist, it will be remembered, had ridden out 
with Dartndl’s force. In the course of the day he had 
attached himself to Chelmsford's escort and he had spent 
the night beside his staff. An hour before daylight he 
nerved himself to visit the rite of the camp and he wrote 
a grisly account of what he saw there — white and black 
corpses mingled thick . . . most of the white men- stripped 
to thdr shirts and boots, some mutilated, some headless 
. . , dead horses, oxen, mules . . . wrecked wagons, boxes 
and sacks of stores lying broken open beside them, thdr 
contents— fiour, biscuits, sugar / tea, oats, mealies — 
scattered about on the ground . . A 

Another visitor to the desolate camp was Glyn, He 
recognised the bodies of Fulldne and Younghusband. 
Dumford’s body was recognised by one of his men, 
stripped naked. Dead Zulus were lying ‘in heaps.’ 
Several loose v/agon-wheds were scattered about ; and 
round some of them, by a ghastly freak of fancy or savage 
ritual, the Zulus had laid out a circle of soldiers’ heads. 1 

As the troops set off on thdr march to Rorke’s Drift — 
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the foot in column of Fours, the horse in front and rear 
and presently thrown out on the flanks — they had to make 
their way through a jumble of dcrcl'ct wagons on the 
crest of the fol, pointing all ways, some jammed together, 
some overturned. Several oxen lay ’dead beside them, 
but others were ‘ alive in the yoke,, standing there as if 
nothing had happened. 1 1 

For the first stage of the descent from the ad, the low- 
lying country to the west and south was hidden from view 
by ridges of rising ground. The column, therefore, couid 
not see the large body of Zulus which (as will presently 
be related) were bent on avoiding contact with them and 
hastily withdrawing northwards. Nor could Rorke’s Drift 
be seen till the head of the column climbed the rise and 
looked over the Bashee valley. Then all eyes were turned 
on the little mission-station across the river three or four 
miles away. It seemed as if the fears awakened by that big 
fire in the night had been justified. One of the buildings 
was still burning. As they drew nearer, field-glasses 
reveaied men moving about the station. It looked as if 
one of them was waving a flag. A detachment of hone 
was dispatched at full speed to cross die Drift and find 
out quickly if indeed the garrison of the station had escaped 
the fete of the camp at Isandhlwana. As they galloped 
up the rise, they were greeted with a cheer. 


It 

While the battle was raging under the eastern wail of 
Isandhlwana, a Zulu regiment, ove r 3000 strong, had 
been sent round behind the mountain, at some distance 
to the north and west of it, to .block the road to Rorke’s 
Drift. If the stream of fugitives had been able to follow 
the road, still fewer would have escaped than the few 
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that did. But, as has been seen, they had made, straight 
for the river ; and the Zulus, too far north to observe the 
flight, decided to diverge from their course and attack 
Rorke’s Drift itself. Cetewayo, it was learned later on 
from Zulu sources, had forbidden attacks on entrenched 
positions ; and, since, as will appear, the position at 
Rorke’s Drift was, however hastily and imperfectly, 
entrenched, the Zulu commander would have paid for 
his disobedience with his life if he had not been a member 
of the royal house. 1 

The Oscarbcrg mission-station, which had been taken 
over from its Norwegian occupants to serve both as the 
base hospital and as a magazine for stores, stood on rising 
ground on the south or Natal side of the Buffalo.* About 
400 yards behind it was a rocky hill, its face broken by a 
ledge on to which one or two caves opened. Before it, 
1200 yards away, ran the river. The Drift itself lay a 
lithe farther off to the left. Immediately in front of the 
buildings was a stretch of bush or scrub some thirty yards 
broad, then a road, and then a garden. The hill in the 
rear and the bush in front made it a weak position for 
defence. 

Back to this spot came Lieutenant Chard, after parting 
frorr Dumford near Isandhlwana on the morning of the 
22nd. Since his senior officer had gone to Heipmakaar 
to hasten up a company of the 24th which, had beer 
ordered to reinforce die troops left to protect the Drift, 
it fell to the yourg subaltern to take command. His force 
that morning numbered about 200, half white, half black. 
The white force consisted of 98 men of the 2 /24th, n of 
the 1 /24th and 20 ‘ odds and ends.’ Twenty-eight of these 
were in hospital ; so the real white strength was almost 
exactly 100. TheblackforcewasacompanyoftheN.N.C., 
which had been sent up earlier on from Heipmakaar, 
about too strong. Chard, whose full and clear report* 
• See plate 9, 
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supplies almost all our knowledge of the famous defence, 
was down at the ' ponts ’ alter lunch when, about 3.15 
p.to_, two horsemen came galloping down to the river 
and shouted to be taken over. One of them, a lieutenant 
of Lonsdale’s N.N.C., told Chard of the disaster. The 
Zulus, he said, were on their way to the Drift, and he 
stayed with Chard to help in its defence. The other 
horseman, a colonial carabineer, rode off to Helpmakaar 
to warn the base there to prepare for a Zulu attack. 
Ordering the tents by the river-crossing to be struck and 
their contents piled in a wagon,. Chard rode up to the 
station where he found a native messenger just arrived 
from Isandhlwana with the news that the Zulus were 
advancing on the camp «n force and with orders that he 
was to strengthen his. position and hold it at ah costs. 
Clearly not a moment was to be lost, and Chard and his 
fellow subaltern, Lieutenant Bromhead — they were both 
scarcely out of their 1 teens ’—set instantly to work, with 
the help of an officer of the commissariat named Dalton, 
to improve the defences of the station buildings. 

Their lay-out was as follows. On the left stood the 
hospital, a single-storey building, facing towards the river, 
about 75 feet long by 36 broad. The interior was divided 
into several wards. About 30 yards to the cast of it and 
20 yards back towards the hill was the mission-house now 
converted into a store. Its dimensions were about 
60 feet by 36. Close to its north-east comer stood a. 
well-built stone cattle kraal, divided into two pens by a 
wall, and beyond ifanotber larger, rougher kraal. Behind 
the hospital, about 12 yards off, ran a ditch with a two 
foot bank along it Behind the mission-house, some ten 
yards from its south-west comer, was a small cook-house 
and one or two open-air ovens. In the bare space in 
front of the mission-house lay’ by happy chance, a big 
heap of mealie bags. Happily too, a couple of wagons 
were standing near by. 




The Rorke's Drift Defences 
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Directed by the subalterns and Dalton, the little 
garrison set to writ, in desperate haste, to strengthen the 
defences as best they could. The windows of the hospital 
and mission-house were .barricaded, and their walls 
pierced with loopholes ; and all the way from a point 
some 20 feet in front of the north-west comer of the 
hospital to the small kraal — a distance of nearly ioo yards 
—a four-foot breastwork was built up with mealic-bags. 
A similar breastwork was built from the south-east comer 
of the hospital to the north-west comer of the mission- 
house, a distance of about 30 yards. Into this the two 
wagons were fixed. While this work was going on, Chard 
rode down to the ‘ pouts,’ and brought up the sergeant 
and* six men he had left there with the wagon. The 
sergeant and one of the men proposed that, if a few more 
men could be spared, they would moor tine ‘ ponta ’ in 
mid-stream and defend them from their decks. But, since 
he needed everyone who could hold a rifle at the station, 
Chard deciined this piucky offer. 

Chard had just got back to his post when an officer of 
Dumford’s Basuto horse rode up. He had with him 
about *00 Basutos. Presumably they were the troop 
which Dumiord had sent back before the battle to protect 
the wagons. They had halted somewhere on the track, 
one may suppose, waiting for further orden. If they saw 
the stream of fugitives to the south of them, it is to their 
credit that they did not also take to flight. Finally they 
must have given up hope of their lost leader and ridden 
down tp the Drift. Their commander asked Chard for 
orders and was told to send some of his men to keep a 
close watch on the Drift and others to look out for the 
Zulus, and, having done what they could to check their 
.advance, to fall back on the station and help in its defence. 

So strenuous, meantime, was the labour of the garrison 
that the breastworks of mealie-bags had been more or 
less completed when, about, 4.20 p.m., the first sound of 
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firing was heard. It came from behind the hill, at (he 
back of the station. The attack was coming, it seemed, not, 
as was to be expected, from the north across the Buffalo, 
but from the south. The Zulus, faithful to their customary 
technique of encirclement, must have crossed the river 
higher up and worked round to the back of the station. 

At this critical moment Chard’s forpe was seriously 
reduced. The officer in command of the Basutos came in 
to report that the Zulus were dosing in and that his men 
refused to obey his orders to frill back on the station. 
Looking south-westwards Chard saw the whole body of 
horse riding off in the direction of Helpmakaar. A few 
minutes later the company of N.N.C. followed the 
Basutos’ example and took the same road to safety. So 
Chard was left with only the white half of his original 
garrison. It would be impossible, he saw at once, to hold 
the whole line of his defences if the Zulus were in strength. 
He would have to abandon the hospital and defend the 
mission-station only. So he got his men, in still more 
feverish haste, to haul some big square wooden biscuit- 
boxes out of the store and to build a wall with them 
from the north-west corner of the house to the 
northern breastwork. 

The wall was roughly four feet high when, about 4.30 
pun., the Zulus came In sight Five or six hundred of 
them were seen moving round, the hill a quarter of a mile 
away ; and in a moment they were making straight for 
the southern breastwork. Its defenders opened a steady 
fire on them, but they charged on rill they were within 
fifty yards of it There they came under cross-fire from 
the mission-house and were checked. Some of them took 
cover behind the cook-house and ovens and in the ditch 
and continued firing. But most of them, wheeling to their 
left, swept right round the hospital and attacked the 
north-west comer of the breastwork. Again they were 
met by heavy fire and, after a desperate attempt to climb 
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the mealie-bags, they were driven bade into the neigh- 
bouring bush. 

By now the main body had joined in the assault. A 
section of it climbed the ledge on the side of the hill. It 
overlooked the station, and, from such protection as the 
rocks and the mouths of the caves afforded, a steady fire 
was opened on the defenders of the breastworks and on 
anyone who ventured tc cross' the open ground between 
them. Meantime most of the main body, swerving again 
to the left round the hospital, occupied the garden and 
the road and the stretch of thick bush which, unfortun- 
ately, reached almost to the northern breastwork all the 
way along from the hospital to the line of biscuit boxes. 
Using it for cover, the swarming Zulus crept rignt up to 
the breastwork, and at one point after another along its 
length they tried fiercely to climb over it. So close were 
they, and so furious was their courage, that sometimes 
they gripped with their bare hands the bayonets that held 
them off, and wrenched them from their sockets. They 
recked nothing of the twisted heaps of dead piling up 
against the breastwork. It gave them a foot-hold for 
getting at closer quarters with their assegais. But the thir 
line of white men kept them at bay till, about sunset, the 
position was made untenable by the firing from the rear. 
More and more bullets were whistling down from the 
ledge on the hill behind the station, 2nd, though they 
were not all well-aimed, the dtfenders of the northern 
breastwork had no protection against them and two 0" 
three were shot in the back. Guard decided therefore 
that tee time had come to evacuate the hospital and with- 
draw the whole garrison behind the wall oT biscuit boxes. 

Already for some time the Zulus had beer frying to 
force their way tnrcugh the barricaded doors and windows 
of the hospital. They had failed. There too their dead 
lay thick. But they had succeeded in throwing lighted 
brushwood on to the thatched roof and setting it on fire. 
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Amid the sparks and smoke an hcoic effort was made to 
bring out die inmates. The interior was defended ward 
by ward. While the patients were being helped out, two 
or three men kept the Zulus from the door. All the sick 
who were not too ill to walk were thus got safely away ; 
and the rest might have been saved from their ghastly 
fate if doors had led from ward to ward. As it was, holes 
were hacked in some of the mud-brick partitions with an 
axe. The last to leave the budding were four privates of 
the 34th. Their ammunition exhausted, they held the 
main exit with the bayonet for a time till, sriz’ng their 
chance, they ran back to die inner position. 

During the evacuation of the hospital mealie-bags were 
heaped up in a rough circle a little tc foe west of the 
smaller, more solid kraal to form ' a sort of redoubt, which 
gave a second line of fire all round.’ The first line was the 
adjacent strip of breastwork oc one side arc the mission 
house on the other. It was getting dark now, but the 
burning roof of the hospital gave light enough for aiming 
at the Zulus pressing in from north ana west Presently 
they seem to have broken into the mission-house : fo-* 
Chard speaks of bring completely surrounded at night-fall 
and being steadily forced back out of the redoubt and 
into foe kraal. There they held for a time its western 
wall ; and ttien fell back to the wall between the two pens. 
That last position they held to the end. 

As night drew on, there was no lessening in the fury 
of the attack. Again and again the Zulus charged, re- 
coiled, and after an interval charged once more. But for 
the bunting hospital it w ould have been very dark— the 
new moon was only one day old— and the little garrison 
must have been overwhelmed by a surging mass of half- 
visible black men. But before long the fire had spread 
from the roof tc the whole of the hospital building. All 
.right long it burned, and in the light of the leaping 
{lames the Zulus could be clearly seen, and the garrison, 
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' firing,’ Chard reports, ‘ with the greatest coolness, did 
not waste a ‘single shot. . . It is a picture that will not 
easily fade— the flaming building, the charging savages, 
the assegais flashing in the lurid light, the white men and 
their two young commanders shoulder to shoulder behind 
the stone wall of the kraal, firing steadily till the attackers 
melted away, watching for the next assault and firing 
steadily again. 

After midnight the intervals between the attacks grew 
longer; the Zulus were beginning to weary of the 
slaughter. But it was not till about 4 a.m. that they 
finally lost heart. There were no more attacks after that. 
Wher dawn broke, an hour later, there was not a living 
Zulu to be seen. Round the station, thickest close beside 
its entrenchments, between three and four hundred lay 
dead. The casualties among the garrison, on the other 
hand, had oeen remarkably few. Only that gunfire from 
the ledge in the rear had had much effect. Nor, seemingly, 
had flung assegais done much damage. As usual, the 
Zulus relied on getting to close quarters with the stabbing 
assegai ; and, protected by the mealie-bags and the stone 
walls of the kraal, the defenders had been able to repel 
that assault with the bayonet without much loss. Thus 
the casualties were only fifteen dead (one of them a 
native) and twelve wounded, of whom two died.* 

When daylight came, the survivors must have been 
near the point of physical exhaustion, j and they could not 
be sure that another Zulu attack might not soon be 
launched, perhaps in still greater force. About 7 a.m. 
it seemed as if indeed such a new attack was imminent. 

* Chard, Brombead, Dalton and eight others were awarded the 
V.C. Gatftk, May a, June 17, November 18, De rm h er 2, j88o. 

t In the winter of 1947-8 the author met Mr. H. C. Lugg, late 
Chief Native Conunisioner in Natal, whose father was at Rorke’s Drift 
and had told him that both his shoulders were bruised black by the 
recoil of his rifle and that the barrel had become almost red hot 
and badly scorched his hands. 
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A large body of Zulus was sighted on rising ground to the 
north-east. Chard’s report on this alarming development 
is as brief and calm as ever. 4 1 sent a friendly Kaffir, who 
had come in shortly before, to the officer commanding at 
Hdpmakaar asking for help.’ For a time the Zulu force 
advanced towards the Drift : then it halted and withdrew 
into the hills. The reason was soon evident A long 
British column was marching down the track from 
Isandhlwana. 
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Op the handful of white men who escaped from 
Isandhlwana, a few stayed at Helpmakaar, the rest 
made for their homes deeper in Natal. Unnerved by their 
ghastly experience and physically exhausted, they carried 
panic with them as they rode. When the news reached 
Pietermaritzburg, it was not at first believed ; but a 
statement signed by Frere and Bulwer soon made the 
bare facts known. Incredulity gave way to grief and 
consternation — grid 1 at the loss of over a hundred young 
fellow-colonists who had ridden off so gaily to the war, 
consternation at the danger they were in themselves. The 
town was virtually defenceless. All the troops had 
marched off to join in the invasion. At any moment, 
it was thought, the triumphant Zulus might swoop down 
in overwhelming force. The local volunteers were called 
to arms and new recruits enrolled. Defences were 
hurriedly improvised. Barricades of earth were built up 
round the Court House and its windows fitted with stout 
wooden shutters. War-correspondent Norris-Newman 
was one of the first to get back and he records how the 
people crowded round the post office on the chance of 
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getting further news or stood in knots in the street, 
talking gloomily with lowered ^ices . 1 

It was taken sc much Tor granted that Cetewayo could 
have invaded Natal at that moment that various reasons 
were afterwards propounded as to why he did not. The 
general opinion has always been that his inaction was 
wholly due to the severity of the bases suffered at 
isandhlwana and Rorke’s Drift. But Coicnso maintained 
that it was oroof that he had not wanted war and was 
still ready to make peace . 1 It might also have been 
argued that his strategy had always been defensive and 
that the sudden opportunity for invading Nata< did not 
tempt him to depart from it After all, he had expected 
his impi to wipe out the Central Column. If he had 
intended a subsequent invasion, he '*'ould have ordered 
it beforehand. As it was, the pursuit beyond the Buffalo 
was soon called off ; and the reason br that, according 
to Zulu prisoners captured later on, was, as recorded 
above/ that Cetewayo had forbidden invasion. Another 
posblc explanation was found in the lact that the Tugela 
was In flood, an unusually high hood. It had always 
been regarded by tne Zulus as setting a limit to 
campaigning in the rainy season : ' the Tugela,* went 
the saying, 'is a greater chief than the Zulu king . 11 
And in this oarticular season it would have been very 
difficult for a host of unmounted Zulus to cross it. 
But none of these explanations are really needed. If 
Cetewayo had wanted to fling an impi over the border, 
he could not have done it for the simple reason that there 
was no impi. The spirit of the regiments which fought 
at Isandhlwana and Rorke’s Drift had not been broken 
by their losses, but for the moment they had had enough 
of British rifle-fire, and, having ' washed their spears/ had 
dispersed to their homes with their booty, not or. orders 
from Ulundi, but by a natural impulse often paralleled in 
* See p. 98, footnote. 
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the annals of native warfare. It was several weeks before 
the regiments could be re-assembled. 

Unaware of this, Chelmsford for his part had dedded 
to hold up the whole campaign and withdraw his base 
right back to Pietermaritaburg. He arrived there on the 
morning of January 26, * looking many yean older,' noted 
Frere,* so changed and worn by anxiety and sleeplessness,’ 1 
Next day he dispatched his first report on the disaster to 
the Secretary of State for War (F. A. Stanley).* It was a 
provisional report, pending the outcome of a Court of 
Enquiry which ‘ will, I trust, be able to collect sufficient 
evidence to explain what at present appears to me almost 
incomprehensible.' He had '.eft a substantial force in the 
camp with orders to defend it If it had ' taken up a 
defensive position in the camp itself, and utilised there 
the materials for a hasty entrenchment which lay ready 
to hand, I feel absolute^ confident that the whole Zulu 
army would not have been able to dislodge them.’ 

The Court of Inquiry had assembled that same day 
at Hetpmakaar.' Colonel Hassard, R.E., presided : the 
other two members were Colonels Law and Harness. 
Evidence was taken from eight witnesses — Clery, dyn, 
Gardner, Essex, Cochrane, Srmth-Dorricn, Nourse and 
Guriing. Only Gardner, Essex, Cochrane, Nourse and 
Curling (the last a Jeutenant with the guns) had any- 
thing to say about the battle itself. They agreed that 
Dumford had taken his force out some miles from 
the camp. And it was this point that became the 
mainstay of Chelmsford’s defence. Since Dumford had 
been in command, it had been assumed from the outset 
that the responsibility for what happened had been 
mainly his. It had been spoken of as * poor Durnford's 
defeat’ 1 And now the theory gained ground that all 
would have been weD if Dumford, ignoring the order to 
defend the camp, had not gone so tar afield with his own 
troops and drawn out Pulleine’s troops to his support, so 

Z.B.P. H 
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that the battle -was fought in open order at a distance 
from the camp instead of in close order within it. Pearson, 
in a message from Eshowe, put if in everyday language : 
‘ how very foolish of poor Dumford’g detachment to 
scatter about so far from the camp ! u More formally 
expressed, this theory was the basis of Chelmsford’s 
apologia in subsequent dispatches and in the speech he 
made in the House of Lords on his return to England.' 
That speech was characteristically simpie, forthright and 
generous. He firmly rebutted the suggestion that the 
troops at Isandhlwana were of poor quality, not seasoned 
and disciplined enough to face a crisis without wavering. 
‘ Two finer battalions/ he said of the 14th, * could not 
have been found.’ Nor did he omit to pay a tribute to 
the 'gallantry and steadiness’ of the Basutos. The 
account he gave of the battle— the ‘true, plain, un- 
varnished tale/ he called it— was, with one exception to 
be mentioned presently, in accordance with the facts as 
far as they could be ascertained without evidence from 
the dead, But there was less certainty in the inference he 
drew from them. 1 The camp was not lost through having 
an insufficient garrison, or because the position was an 
unfit one for the number of troops to defend, but because 
the strict orders for the defence which had been given 
were not carried out.’ Chelmsford believed that ; and 
his honesty is unquestionable. Yet it was oniy half the 
trutn— and the less decisive half. 

On the morrow of the disaster Chelmsford was 
denounced in the press, both in Natal and in England, 4 
as its sole author ; and it was not unnatural that the 
members of his staff, who must be taken to have shared 
/n some degree their chiefs responsibility, should be up 
in arms in his defence. It was natural, too, -hat Chelms- 
ford's many friends should welcome an explanation which 
made him appear the victim somebody rise’s mistakes. 
But the defence was overdone. If it was unjust to hold 
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Chelmsford solely responsible, it was no less unjust to 
shift die sole responsibility on to Durnford. And the 
attempt to do so involved some serious aberra- 
tions. 

The first .was z stiggtsiio falsi. It was, intimated, though 
never plainly stated, that Puiieine was ordered in precise 
unmistakable terns that he was not on any account to 
move any of his troops (save outposts, of course) beyond 
the perimeter of the camp while the main force was 
away. What were the orders ? They were actually given 
by Glyn as commander of the column and conveyed to 
Puiieine both in writing and by word of mouth by Major 
Clery, Glyn’s staff officer. Since no copy of the written 
orders survived. Clary could only recite them from 
memory. ' Draw in your camp or your line of defence 
(I am not certain which) while the force is out : also 
draw in the line of your infantry outposts accordingly, 
but keep your cavalry vedettes still for advanced .’ 1 
.Clearly this forbade such a dispersal of the troops as did 
in fact occur : but if the danger of a Zulu attack in such 
great strength as to require defence in close order within 
the camp had' been foreseen, surely Puiieine would have 
been given quite explicit instructions to that effect Such 
a danger, of course, was not foreseen. 

Next came the charge— and this was the one duhious 
statement of fact in Ghdmsford’s speech — that Durnford 
was responsible for all the movements outside the- camp. 
He had not only taken his own force down tc the plain. 
He bed sbo ordered that first compejy of die ifyth to 
go out to the northward spur. There is .no reliable 
evidence as to who gave that order,* but it seems in the 
highest degree improbable that Dumfbrd gave it The 
position on the spur was nearly a mile and a half from 
the camp. Is it not reasonably certain that Puiieine 
would have objected to sending out that one company 
* See Note ^ p. :yj below. 
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to that distance as firmly as he objected to sending out 
the two comp ani es with Dumford ? If he did object, is 
it likely that Dumford overrode him in that case when 
he refused to do so in the other ? And why, finally, if the 
question was discussed, did the staff officer whp heard and 
recorded the lunch-time conversation in Pulloneta tent, 
say nothing about it ? Surely it was Pulleine who sent 
the company to die ridge, after Dumford had gone. 
Left in command, he was plainly entitled to do so, and 
is it not probable that he did it because he became 
anxious as to the safety of his northern dank ? 

The next charge against Dumford seems even less 
tenable. It was argued that the further extension of 
PuBefoe’s troops outside the camp was Dumford’s fault 
because they were sent out to support him when he got 
into difficulties. Was not that precisely what he had 
asked Pulleine to do before he left ? But in fact the second 
and third companies of the i /24th were not sent out to 
support Dumfoid, but to support the first company on 
the ridge when it found, itself confronted with the intpi 
advancing over the plateau. Dumford, it is true, was 
also con&onttd by the Zulus at about the same time. 
But he was at least two miles away to the east. The 
companies sent to the spur had nothing to do with him. 
His battle out on the plain was remote and distinct from 
the battle on the spur. The same applies to the sub- 
sequent movement of foe fourth and fifth companies of 
the 1 /24th and of the guns. Pulleine hastily threw (hem 
forward, not, of course, to support Dumford, retreating 
well away in the plain, but to support the right flank of 
the first three companies and to meet the Zulu threat 
to the north-east section of the camp. Nor did Dumford 
really need support He was not in serious danger at 
that time. Except for the rocket-battery and its escort, 
all his force was mounted. If he had chosen, he could 
safely have retreated foster than he did. As it was, the 
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main battle bad been lost and the camp was bang over- 
run before he got back to the col. 

There was one mare accusation, and this so flimsy as 
to be almostludicrous It was stated at the time, and the 
statement has been repeated in recent yean, that the 
Zulus would not have attacked the camp on the fatal day 
if Duraford's Basil tos had not drawn them on. That, no 
doubt, is true ; bat only of that day. For, suppose the 
Zulus had been left alone, suppose Dumford bad kept 
his force in camp, what would have happened ? The 
im^t would have remained in hiding waiting for the 
attack planned for the early horn of the morrow. Thru 
presence was not detected between dawn and noon. 
Presumably it would have remained undetected between 
noon and sunset. About ^ p,m. Chelmsford and his staff 
would have ridden in. He would have dined and gone 
to bed i# his headquarters with the same sense of security 
as on the two previous nights.* In the dusk before the 
dawn the Zulus would have launched their attack. There 
would have been no time for organised resistance. The 
camp would have been overwhelmed even more quicidy 
and completely than it was. The survivors would probably 
have beat even fewer. Certainly Chelmsford would not 
have tried to escape. It may be said, indeed, that, if the 
Basutos had not stirred up the Zulus, the catastrophe would 
still have occurred, and it would have been even mere 
disastrous than in fact it was. 

In any case to narrow the issue to the question of 
lespona'thSty for the disobeying bf the ordm ia to evade 
a more decisive question. It is tacitly assumed that, if the 
orders had been obeyed, the battle of Isandhlwana would 
have ended in as complete a repulse of the Zulus as the 
* Since the force at the camp would have been smaller, Chehns- 
fmd might possibly have attempted same entrenchment ; bat these 
would not have been much time for it before dark, and, in view of 
his conviction that there could be no large body of Zulus in the neigh- 
bourhood, it seems unlikely that he would have, troubled about it 
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defence of Rorke’s Drift But is that an unchallengeable 
assumption ? It must be remembered, first, that if all the 
troops had been kept within the camp, the line they would 
have had to defend would stih have been long, It woi-M 
have hud to stretch from the north end of the mountain 
round the tents and below the col tc the south end of 
Stony Hill, a distance; of about r 8oo yards. And troops 
would also have been needed tc protect the western side 
of the col from attack round the rear of the mount and 
to occupy also the crest of Stony Hill, since it com- 
manded the* col, and also, surely, the summit of the 
mount itself, since it was not by any means impossible for 
a dangerous number of Zulus to climb its western {act. 
For all these purposes the troops available numbered 
800 whites and 900 blacks. That would certainly have 
made possible a defence in relatively dose order ; but to 
infer from that that it would have been as successful a 
defence as that of Rorke’s Drift is to ignore the vital 
point of difference between them. Part of the garrison 
at the Drift was protected in the first stage of the assault 
by the walls of houses. Ia the later stages all of it was 
protected either by the barricade of mealie-bags or by the 
stone walls of the had. There was no such protection at 
Isandhlwana. There was no entrenchment ; and, what- 
ever defences might have been hastily improvised when 
the advance of the impi was detected, a breast-high 
barricade could certainly not have been built in the time 
allowed. Thus the troops would have been exposed not 
only to flung assegais but also to riflo-fire, of which some 
would have been erratic, but some, as at Rorke’s Drift, 
would have told. And, that being sc, is it probable that 
the defenders of the camp, outnumbered by more than 
ten to one— if ’the natives had fled, by more than 
twenty to one— could have held their ground to the end ? 
They would have held it >onger, no doubt, than, in the 
actual event they did. Bat could they have held it long 
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enough for Chelmsford to discover what was really 
happening and come to their rescue in time ? 

There seems ground for the opinion, therefore, that 
obedience to orders would not have prevented the disaster, 
because an order to entrench the camp before the fatal 
day was never g^ven. The reason for this omission was 
stated on an earlier page, but it may be restated here, 
for therein lies the root of the whole matter. The pre- 
cautions, which seemed so manifestly needed after the 
event, were not taken before it because neither Chelmsford 
nor any of his officers were aware that a huge inpi of 
Zulus could move across country at no great distance 
from them without bang seen. They took it for granted, 
as has more than once been pointed out, that no large 
force of Zulus could be near Isandfilwana at the time 
the camp was pitched or on the two following days. If 
that had been true, it may be argued, no mistakes were 
made. It was safe to leave the camp unfortified. It was 
safe for Chelmsford to sleep there two nights and intend 
to sleep a third. It was safe for him to take most of the 
column away. It was safe for Zhumford to ride out into 
the plain and for Pulleine to send his men up to the spur. 
In none of these cases would the presence of small Zulu 
forces in the neighbourhood have been a serious danger ; 
but if an impi could approach as near as it did op that 
disastrous day and remain concealed, then, in all of those 
cases, a terrible risk was run. 

Thus the issue resolves itself into a single and simple 
question. Could Chelmsford or his senior officers be 
blamed for not realising how secretly great masses of 
Zulus copld move ? Surprise, it is true, was the traditional 
objective of Zulu strategy ; and Kruger had warned 
Chelmsford against it. But Kruger did not tell him— it 
may be doubted, indeed, if he knew himself— with how- 
huge a force surprise could be achieved. And how, in 
fine, it may be asked, could Chelmsford acquire tins 
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knowledge except by experience, in his case harsh 
experience ? If he tan be blamed— as perhaps he may— 
for bang so confident of his security in face of ar enemy 
whose military power and technique were not yet fully 
known to him, beside him in the pillory must stand those 
more distinguished generals who, twenty years later, made 
the same mistake when they first confronted the Boers 
and at far greater loss of British lives than was suffered 
at Isandhlwana. 
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U nfortunate in the calamity that befell him at the 
outset of the war, Chelmsford was fortunate in being 
able to retrieve h. Mo9t defeated Generals have been 
superseded on the morrow of their defeats ; but, more 
than five months after Isandhlwana, Chelmsford was in 
command at Ulundi and by a decisive victory brought 
the war to an end. 

He had asked to be relieved of his charge in a telegram 
to the War Office in February, 1 but no action was then 
taken. The Government had been shaken by Isandhl- 
wana— it was one of the reasons for their defeat at the 
elections in the spring of i#8o— and Disraeli in particular 
had taken it hard. ‘ I am greatly stricken,’ he confided 
to Lady Bradford. 1 Everybody was congratulating me 
on being the most fortunate of Ministers whai there 
comes this horrible disaster 1 ’ 1 Nor could there be any 
quick escape from the entanglement in Zulu! and. The 
war had to be seen through ; and the Government, 
accepting Chelmsford’s version of the catastrophe, backed 
as it was by Frcre, decided to keep him for the time befog 
at his post. Reinforcements, so reluctandy conceded 
before, were now provided speedily and without stint. 
By May Chelmsford found himself in command of at 
least thrice as many white troops as those with which he 
had first invaded Zululand ; but mainly owing to the 
extreme difficulty of obtaining wagons and their teams 
and enlisting natives, all terrified by Isandhlwana, to 
drive them, h was not dll the beginning of June' that the 
second invasion began. 
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Meantime the original Right and Left Columns had 
both been in action. On April 3, Chelmsford had relieved 
the Right Column besieged at Eshovre and withdrawn it 
to the frontier without heavy fighting.* It was against 
the Left Column that the reassembled Zulus directed their 
main force. On March 12 a British convoy, bringing up 
supplies from the rear, was caught at the Intombe River 
and more than half wiped out On March 28 Wood 
ordered his mounted troops to scale Zhlobane Mountain. 
It was a blunder. The stony, steep ascent was difficult for 
hones, and when the troopers had reached tire plateau 
on the summit, they were nearly surrounded by an impi 
rapidly approaching from the south. In the desperate 
retreat nearly a hundred officers and men were killed, 
including the veteran Boer frontiersman, Piet Uys.f Next 
day the impi fell on the camp at Kambula to which Wood 
had withdrawn. He had not, u- seems, expected an, 
immediate attack, and only the chance warning of a 
friendly native enabled him to strengthen his defences in 
time. Betide tire small redoubt which had previously been 
built and a stone cattle kraal — quite insufficient by them- 
selves to protect a force of about 3000— a roomy and 
close-knit wagonrlaager was formed. The haTdest-fought 
action of the war ensued. The Zulus were in great 
strength. Their impi included some of the regiments 
which had triumphed at Isandhiwana. For four hours 
they continued, with their usual disregard of death, to 
press their assault. The kraal was lost. One side of the 
laager was seriously menaced. 1 For a long time,' said an 
eye-witness, 'it was touch and go till at last a shiver 
seemed to run through the enemy and all in a moment 
they broke and fled.’ 1 

At length, on June 1, the second invasion began. But by 

* Sec p. 30-58 above. 

t for his courage in this action Major Red vers Buller was 
awarded the V.C. 
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then the Government in far-away London had lost 
patience. Why this interminable delay? asked the 
Opposition : and the question was echoed in the press, 
Disraeli had no confidence in Chelmsford’s capacity to 
handle the large force he now commanded, 1 and after 
several weeks’ discussion it was decided to send out to 
supersede him a soldier who had an unbroken record of 
success in native warfare and who, if he did not know 
Zuiuland, at any rate knew Natal On May 28 a telegram 
was dispatched from the War Office informing Chelmsford 
that Sir Garnet Wolse'ey was coming out with plenary 
civil and military powers in South-East Africa, and, while 
deprecating tne rotion that any censure of Chelmsford 
was involved, directing him to subordinate his plana to 
Wdseley 1 ! control* 

Long before he could receive this message of recall— 
as in foot it was and as Disraeli afterwards admitted it 
had beer— Chelmsford was cautiously advancing into 
Zuhiland. He had learned his lesson. All the precautions 
neglected before were taken now. Among his detailed 
instructions were the following : 1 Companies must be 
kept together in close order. Film may loosen r out but 
will not be extended. . . . The force will form a square 
laager of the wagons every night with a shelter trench 
round it, 9 ft from the wagons. . , , Each wagon ard cart 
with the convoys must have some ammunition boxes 
placed on it in such a position as to be easily got at . . . 
Each wagon or cart will have a screwdriver attached to 
tmt efti* boats, .. .** Ttotirathevmassmviaatofefc 
conducted by two main forces. The first or southern 
division, 9200 strong, under H. H. Crealock,* moved 
along the coast and occupied Port Dumford, a secondary 
base of supply, without meeting any opposition. The 
second or northern division, 9000 strong, under Newdi- 

♦ Major-Gen eraL Brother of Lieut. -Coload J. N. Crealock, 
CLclmsfwd’a military secretary, 
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gate, moved eastwards from Dundee across the Buffalo 
and made more or less straight lor Ulundi 70 odd miles 
away. To it were attached a cavalry brigade of 1270 
under Marshall and a ‘ Eying column 1 of 3000 under 
Wood. Chelmsford accompanied it in supreme command. 

As fate willed it, the second invasion suffered like the 
first a stroke of misfortune at the outset, very different 
in its character and scope, but equally resounding. 
Against the wish of the British Government, the young 
Prince Imperial, only son of the widowed Empress 
Eugenie, who had made her home in England after the 
dtbdcle of 1870, had accompanied the reinforcements 
dispatched to Natal at the beginning of the year. He was 
attached to the second division, and on June i, wnile the 
division was marching to its first night’s camping ground 
near Itelezi Hill, he rode out in advance of it on patrol. 
With him went a lieutenant of the 98th regiment, six 
troopers of Colonial Horse and a native guide. Their task 
was to reconnoitre the route which the division was to 
take next day — a preliminary reconnaissance had found 
the neighbourhood quite empty of Zulus— and to choose 
a rite for the night’s encampment. About 2,30 they 
reached a native kraal near the junction of the Ityotyri 
and Tombokala Riven. The huts were deserted. There 
was not a Zulu to be seen. Off-saddling and tethering 
their horses, they sat down to make some coffee and rest. 
After an hour or more of peace and quiet they had begun 
to saddle up for the ride back to camp, when suddenly 
there came a burst of rifle-fire from the :ong grass growing 
only some fifteen yards away. No cr>e was hit, but the 
hones were startled, the Prince’s hone so violently that, 
athlete though he was, he could not mount it. The rest 
of the party had got some distance away before they 
discovered that the Prince was not with them. He was 
lying dead, his body gashed with many assegai wounds. 
. . . The sense of complete security, the belief that there 
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were no Zulus about, their undetected presence so very 
near— it was Isandhlwana in miniature. And, though the 
loss of life was so immeasurably less, such was disposition 
of the Prince, the attractiveness of his gallant personality 
and the romance which dung to it, that the , news of his 
death stirred the emotions of the public in England a-id 
on the Continent as deeply as the news of Isandhlwana, 
The advance was slow. . * Perverse pedes trianism,’ it was 
called by Archibald Forbes, the Daily Noes correspondent, 
in a sardonic article published in the following spring. 1 
But at any rate this time it was sure. As each cautious 
step was taken, the surrounding country was scoured 
by strong mounted patrols. If no large Zulu forces 
were discovered, it was because they were not there. 
In the course of the advance .several messages came in 
from Cetcwayo asking for terms of peace ; but to the 
stiff conditions laid down by Chelmsford there was no 
rsponse. At last, on July i, the British column reached 
the Umvolosi River at a point some five miles from 
Ulundi. On the .farther side of the river towards Ulundi 
all that remained of Cetewayo’s military machine, an 
impi numbering upwards of 20,000, was gathered for the 
last battle of the vrar. Early on July 4, the British troops 
quietly crossed the river, covered by a mounted force, 
and advanced in a hollow ’square ’ — in fact an oblong — 
towards Ulundi. The flanks were manned by British 
regulars, 12 companies in each of the longer lines, 
5 companies in the front : ine, 4 in the rear. Six 9-pounder 
guns, six 7-poundm and two Gatlings were disposed, at 
intervals. The Dative contingent, numbering 958 strong, 
marched within the square. Into it also the cavalry were 
withdrawn when, about g a.m,, the Zulus attacked on 
all sides. The frenzy of their assault was as fierce as 
ever ; but they had never met such concentrated gun and 
rifle-fire and only at one point, where the lie of the ground 
was favourable, could they get near enough to fling their 
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assegais. It was all over in half an hour. About 9.30 the 
attack began to weaken and waver, and when the 
cavalry were launched from within the square, the whole 
impi broke and fled. The Zulu losses can only be guessed 
at — perhaps 1500 killed. The British casualties were 
12 killed and 88 wounded. 

Ulundi was found deserted. Cetewayo had taken refuge 
in the depths of the Ngome Forest, 30 miles or so away 
to the north. 'Having burnt the royal kraal and all the 
military barracks in its neighbourhood, Chelmsford — 
needlessly, it was afterwards suggested— withdrew his 
troop southwards. 

He had only just had time to retrieve his reputation. 
The official announcement of Wolsde/s appointment had 
been more than, usually delayed ; but Reuter’s version 
of it reached Capetown on June 14. F.-ere promptly 
telegraphed the unexpected news to Chelmsford and 
followed it up with a sympathetic letter, ‘ I cannot tell 
you how glad I ain to hear of your being able to move 
on and how confidently I hope that you will have a 
brilliant success before anyone comes to share the fruits 
of all your labours, trials and sufferings,’- On June 23 
Wolseky reached Capetown and at once assumed com* 
maud of all the British forces in South Africa, On 
June 30, he telegraphed his general instructions to 
Chelmsford : they reached him two days before the 
battle. By that time Chelmsford had decided to resign. 
On July 15 he met Wolsdey at St. Paul’s mission-station. 
On the 26th he sailed for home from Durban. 

He was well received in England. Ulundi had wiped 
out Isandhlwana in the public mind ; and, impersonating 
it as she so often did, the Qjieen summoned him without 
delay tO' Balmoral. In due course he was awarded the 
G.C.B., a high distinction for a soldier of his rank. Only 
Disraeli, it seemed, could not forgive the man whom he 
held responsible first for b?ck‘ng Frere in bringing about 
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the war and then for its disastrous opening and subsequent 
prolongation. It had cost over 1000 British lives and over 
5,000,000 British pounds. It had embarrassed his inter- 
national diplomacy at a critical time. It had undermined 
his Government’s prestige. No : he would not accept the 
Queen’s suggestion that he should invite the man to 
Hughenden, 1 


2 

Frere was less fortunate than Chelmsford. Ke could not 
win a UlundL So Isandhlwana broke hlm r 
Almost at once the critics of the Government in England 
shifted from the question of responsibility for the disaster 
to the prior and greater question of responsibility for the 
war. Three days after the news reached London, the 
Daily Hews, the chief Liberal organ, declared that ‘ the 
war was entirely of our own seeking.’ 1 A few weeks later 
a full-dress attack was launched in Parliament. On 
March 95 a motion was brought forward in the Lords, 
censuring Frere’s policy and regretting that he had not 
been recalled. It was a poor debate, The most pointed 
sentence spoken in it was Carnarvon’s : 1 But for the 
-unfortunate disaster at Isandula, I do not believe he 
[Frere] would have stood in need of defence here to- 
night,’* Since the motion was virtually a vote of censure, 
the 1 division was on purely party lines — 156 to 61 against. 
The proceedings in the Commons, where the same motion 
was introduced by Dilke on March 97, were livelier, 
* Ability misdirected,’ said Joseph Chamberlain, * is more 
fatal than ignorance itself’ ; and he charged the Govern- 
ment with infecting the minds of their agents overseas 
with their * new imperialism.’ 4 Harcourt was at his best 
and most satirical. He recited an imaginary letter from 
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the Secretary of State to Frere. 1 Dear Sir Bart'c Frere. 
I cannot think you are right Indeed I think you ere 
very wrong ; but after all I fed you know a great deal 
better than I do. ! hope you won’t do what you are 
going to do ; but, if you do, I tope it will turn out well.’ 1 
The motion was lost by 306 to 246. 

'Hie Government’s position was unquestionably weak. 
If they had told Frere plainly, and before it was too late, 
that there must be no war, then they could honestly have 
put all the blame on him and immediately recalled him. 
But that course was ruled out, and it was decided that 
Frere as well as Chelmsford should be retained, at least 
for the time being. When Hicks Beach received the text 
of the fatal ultimatum on January s>, he had realised what 
it meant, but he had not written te Frere about «t till 
January 23, the day on which the Central Column was 
marching back from Isandh'wana and panic was spread* 
ing through Natal. As was natural enough in the circum- 
1 stances, it had been a hedging letter. He regretted ‘ that 
the necessity for immediate action should have appeared 
to you so imperative * as to preclude the delay required 
for submitting the ultimatum for approva> in London. 
But he did not wish * to question the propriety of the 
policy adopted 1 5 and he sincerely hoped that it would 
prove successful, and * that, if military operations should 
become necessary, the arrangements' which you have 
reported may secure that they should be brought to an 
early and decisive termination with the result of finally 
relieving Her Majesty’s subjects in Natal and the 
Transvaal from the danger to which they are exposed.'* 
How clear that nakes it that Frau would have emerged 
from the crisis with heightened prestige, that his 1 in- 
subordination ’ would have been forgotten, if Isaodhtwana 
had not happened I But It did happen, and, confronted 
with the storm it raised in press and Parliament, the 
Government, naturally again, took a firmer line with 
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Frere. But it was still only a half-measure. He ‘was 
sharply reprimanded, but not recalled. In a dispatch, 
not sent off till March 13, Hicks Beach told Frere that 
the Government were not convinced by the evidence he 
had supplied of the ( urgent necessity for immediate action 
which alone could justify you in taking, without their full 
knowledge and sanction, a course almost certain to result 
in a war.’ But they recognised the ‘ unusual powers ’ 
which had been entrusted to him and highly appreciated 
the energy and ability with which he had exercised them. 
Since, therefore, he was unlikely to repeat his mistake, 
they had ‘ no desire to withdraw, in the present crisis of 
affhin, the confidence hitherto reposed in you, the 
continuance of which is now more than ever needed to 
conduct our difficulties in South Africa to a successful 
termination.’ 1 

What was Frere to make of this two-sided document ? 
He must have asked himself whether oper censure — for 
the dispatch was published — would not so discredit him 
as to cripple his capacity to carry on. But the Govern- 
ment’s appeal to him to stay seemed genuine enough, 
and it was backed from many other quarters. 1 Consider 
well,’ wrote Carnarvon, * before you resign. . . . Your 
resignation at this juncture would invoke grave em- 
barrassment— perhaps even disaster.' 1 ‘ Hold on,’ wrote 
Morier, soon to be regarded as one of the shrewdest 01 
British diplomats, * till you have finished your work.’ 9 
It was clear, too, that Frere had lost no credit with 
British colonial opinion. It had warmly backed him 
against the Zulus. It backed him uo less warmly now 
against ignorant critics in England. Meetings were held, 
addresses carried by acclamation, in every town of any 
size. 1 If you were now to retire,’ wrote Gordon Sprigg, 
Prime Minister of Cape Colony, ‘ the consequences to 
South Africa would be simply disastrous.’ 4 All this must 
have reinforced Frere’s inward longing to stay. He 

Z.B.P. 1 
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believed himself better seized of the realities of ihe 
situation in South Africa than anyone else, and there 
might be a chance, after all, that he would be able to 
‘ finish his work." -So he stayed He defended hinjself 
against the censure in a long dispatch. Ke admitted no 
mistake : he reiterated his case that the delay of several 
months required for submitting the ultimatum for 
approval would have precipitated a catastrophe. 1 
Ministers, indeed, may well have been nettled by this 
cool self-confidence ; and Disraeli for one was as angry 
with Frere as with Chelmsford. ‘ Sir Battle Frere, who 
ought to be impeached,’ he blurted out to Lady Chester- 
field, * writes always as if he were unconscious of having 
done anything wrong.’ 1 But .so he was, and therefore 
the weight of the next blow that fell on him was all the 
heavier. 

It has already been recorded that, as the Zulu war 
dragged on, the Government derided to said out Wolieley 
to supersede not only Chelmsford in the field of war but 
also Frere in the whole area surrounding it, and that the 
contents of the dispa Uh* embodying this decision, becom- 
ing known to Reuters, were telegraphed to the Cape 
some weeks in advance of the dispatch itself. Sc Frere 
did not know of Wolseley ’s appointment before it appeared 
in the local newspapers. This was a very much, more 
serious matter than the reprimand. The whole control 
of policy in Natal, the Transvaa- and Zululand was taken 
out of his hands. Ihe forwarding of federation, it was 
argued, was his primary task, and this now required his 
presence at the Cape a thousand miles away from the 
area which had become sc critical It was to Be only a 
temporary limitation of the High Commissioner’s 
authority, and it was assumed that Frere would acquiesce 
in ii. But was that a genuine assumption ? Surely it 
was obvious that his superiors in London no longer cared 
whether he stayed on at the Cape or not. 
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Yet be did stay on, for much the same reaso-i, no doubt, 
as before, though this time it is more difficult to under- 
stand his decision. He stayed on to see the situation 
growing worse and quite unable to prevent it. There 
was no d : fficulty at Capetown. The tide there hao begun 
to flow in favour of federation. Bui it was soon checked 
by the trouble :n the north — in the Transvaal and in 
Zululand. And in both the Transvaal and Zululand the 
plans Frere had conceived were set aside. He had 
intended to take a strong line in Zululand and a con- 
ciliatory Ime in the Transvaal. The policy which 
Wolseley brought out with him, after consultation with 
Hicks 3cach and other ministers, was exactly the opposite. 

Frere had appreciated— though by no means sufficiently 
—the strength of Boer patriotism in the Transvaal. Tie 
had met Kruger and his comrades and liked them. 
1 They deserve respect and regard,’ he wrote home, ' for 
many valuable and amiable qualities ’ and * felt very 
deeply what they believed to be a great rational wrong 
[i.c. the annexation].’ 1 He realises tnat a Boer rebellion 
was not by any means impossible and that the only way 
to forestall it was to concede at least a modest measure of 
self-government. He proposed that the executive council 
should be expanded for legislative purposes into a legis- 
lative council in which five officials would be outnumbered 
by nine nominated non-offidais. At the end of eighteen 
months the possibility of elected members, in other words 
representative government of a sort, would be considered 
in the light of experience That was not near'y erough, 
but it was something. The constitution proclaimed by 
Wolseley in September provided for an executive council 
only, composed of five officials kgainst three nominated 
non-officials. There was «c suggestion of -toreseatative 
government And Wolseley declared open war on the 
* patriots.’ The 1 agitators',’ he told a public meeting at 
.Pretoria in December, * are the greatest enemies of this 
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country and its institutions.' 1 It was they who had made 
the grant of representative government impossible ‘ The 
aggravation,' he said a few months later, ‘ of such tumours 
in a body politic must be arrested.’ 1 Only'the townsmen 
in the Transvaal, mainly British, cheered these sentiments. 
More and more of the Boer formers began sullenly to side 
with the ‘agitators,’ demanding Jje undoing of the 
annexation and 'the restoration of the free Republic 

Frere had recommended the annexation of Zululand. 
He believed that, like the parts of Kaflraria already 
annexed to Cape Colony, it could be easily administered 
by 3riti$h magistrates, that the Zulus would prove 
amenable to civilising influences, and that a moderate 
hut-tax would pay the cost not only of current government 
but even of the war itself. 

Wolseley’s policy, on the other hand, was the complete 
withdrawal of 3ritish authority. The Zulus were to be 
left to therpselves again. But with this difference : they 
would have no great King. The country was divided into 
thirteen sections under thirteen little * kings.’ There was 
to be a British. Resident to serve as ‘ the eyes and ears ’ 
of the British Government, but he would have no 
authority af his own. Where,’ was Frere’s caustic 
question, * are his arms and legs ? ’■*) This settlement soon 
proved Pe failure it was bound to be. Before long the 
little kings were fighting among themselves, anti by 1882 
it was admitted that no stability was possible in Zululand 
without ‘ a duy recognised and adequate authority.’ 3ut 
the Government was still averse from annexation. Since 
the vacant place was not to be filled by a 3ritish official 
and since there was nobody eke to be found, they decided 
to reinstate Cetewayo, who had been captured soon after 
Ulundi and smuggled away to the Cape where he was 
still living in detentior. He was brought to Eng-and, 
received by the Qpcen at Osborne, and lectured on the 
principles of good government by Kimberley. He was to 
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rule only over Central Zuiula id, but ever that diminished 
power he could not exercise for long. Hie chiefs had 
tasted freedom, and their sometime overlord had been 
discredited by defeat anc captivity. Within six months 
he was a fugitive. Within thirteen months he was dead. 
In 1864 the British flag was hoisted at St Lucia Bay 
just 'u true to forestall : ts occupation by the Germans. 
In 1887 the rest of ^ululand was proclaimed British 
territory in order to forestall its occupation by the Boers. 
At last, in 1897, it was annexed to Natal. 

Only the first chapter of that discreditable story was 
written while Frere was still at Capetown, Wolseley, 
proud cf his achievement, sailed for home in May, :88o. 
But Frere’s authority in the North was no* restored to 
him. It passed from Wolseley to the ill-fated Colley, who 
arrived in June. Meantime Dkracl ’s Government had 
fallen. The general election in April had brought the 
liberals into power ; end, when the new Par l ia m ent met 
In May, it was soon made clear to Gladstone that the 
man whom several of his ministers had so outspokenly 
attacked when they were in opposition could not be kept 
in office. So, »n August, he was recalled. Fs left Cape- 
town in September, overwhelmed by public demonstra- 
tions of resentment and regret at his departure. Three 
months late' the Boer Rebellion broke out— and then 
Majuba. 

It is tempting to specular as to what might have 
happened but for Isandhlwana. One thing seems certain, 
riis authority greatly strengthened not only in South 
Africa but still more in London, Jrere would have carried 
through his policy in Zumland. But what of the 
Transvaal ? Frere was a very able man, far abler, in 
diplomacy at any rate, than Wolseley. He must indeed, 
whatever his faults of training or temperament may have 
been and whatever mistakes he nay have made, be 
reckoned with Grey and Milner as ope of the three ablest 
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Englishmen -ever sent to South Africa. Is it conceivable, 
then, that he might have realised the immediate need of a 
more wholehearted concession of domestic self-government 
to the Boers and on thou terms, with the swift and clean 
removal of the Zulu menace to his credit, prevailed on 
them to acquiesce in federation ? If so, the natural unity 
of South Africa could have been restored and the frame- 
work of a urnted South African nation built up without 
another twenty 'years and more of strife and hate and 
bloodshed. An idle dream, no doubt ; for such a 
possibility, if it was indeed a possibility, perished with 
Durnfbrd and Pullcinc and their comrades under the 
rocky wall of Isandhlwana. v 
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{pp. 81, nsff) 

As explained in the tat, the theory wai advanced on the 
morrow of the disaster that Dumford was solely to blame 
for it because he had been told to take command of the camp, 
had therefor* inherited from Pulleine the orders to defend it, 
and had disobeyed them. It seemed important, therefore, to 
make sure that Dumford had in fact been told to take com- 
maad and did so, and the point .was dealt with by four 
witnesses at the Court of Enquiry (C. a*6o, pp. 81-3), 

Esses and Cochrane, who were botn at Isandmwana at 
the tune, declared that Dumford did t ut over command of 
the camp. But had he been told to do so? Crealock, 
Chelmsford's acting military secretary, gave evidence as 
follows: 1 Soon after 2 a.im an the 2W of January I received 
instructions from the Lieutenant-General to send a written 
order to Lieutenant-Colonel Dumford, R.E., commanding 
No. 2 Column, to the following effect (I copied it in my 
notebook which was afterwards lost): “ Move up to Isand- 
blwana camp at once with all your mounted men and rocket 
battery : take command of it.” Smith-Dorrien, who carried 
the order, said : “ On the morning of the 22nd I was sent 
with a dispatch from the General to Colonel Dumford at 
Rorke's Drift ; the dispatch was an order to join the camp 
at Isandhlwana as soon as possible.” Nothing about 
command. 1 

In his interesting memoir of his brother (A Soldier life 
end Work » South Africa, London, 1882) Licut-Colonel E. 
Dumford says (p. 222, a. 2) that on May : 3 , 1882, he received 
a letter from Crealock stating that .his notebook had been 
1 recovered from the field of haitdhlvrana and sent me in 
England in 1879/ and enclosing a copy of the order to 
Dumford. It is given in the tat {p. 81 above). It corrected 
the version supplied by Crealock from memory at the Court 
of Enquiry, and confirmed Smith-Danien's evidence since 
there was nothing in it about taking command. 

Lieut.-Colond E. Dumford, who tries to rebut the attempt 
to pin the sole responsibility for the disaster on his brother 
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by pinning it on Chelmsford, maintains that his brother not 
only received no order to take over the command but actually 
did not do so, and was therefore unaffected by any orders 
given to Pulldnc and free to act on his own. 

In fact, the question of the order to take over command 
was immaterial. As pointed out in the text, Dumfbrd un- 
doubtedly did take over, not on orders, but automatically as 
a matter of normal military routine since he was senior to 
Pulldnc. 


NOTE B 

(P- n 5 ) 

The statement that Dumford gave the order for the company 
of the ! /24th to occupy the spur appears only (as far as the 
author is aware) in a memorandum drafted by Ch elmsfo rd, 
with the aid of his staff, no doubt, sometime after the event 
This memorandum was put at the disposal of the Hon. 
G, French who quotes it at length in his Lord Chelmsford and 
thi Zulu War (London, 1^33), pp. 1 44-151. Part of it supplies 
the names of witnesses in the margin, and seems therefore 
(as the author suggests} to have been compiled from the 
evidence given at the Court of Enquiry. Against Captain 
Essex’s name stands the following : * At the same time that 
Colonel Dumfoni left the camp, a company of the 1 /34th. 
under Lieutenant Cava ye was sent out on picket to a mil to 
the north of the camp about 2200 yards distant. This was 
done at Col Dumfoid’s order.’ The official text of Essex’s 
evidence at the Court (C. 2260, p. 83} corresponds closely, 
though not precisely, with the memorandum, but, after 
recording the dispatch of Cavaye’s company, nothing is said 
as tb wno ordered ft. xAc text runs on : * lie remainder 01' 
the troops were ordered to march to their private parades 1 — 
surely by Pulldnc, not Duraford. 
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